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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the cult of village guardian deities in the lives of the
villagers in the Red River delta in contemporary Vietnam. The veneration of guardian
deities once worked as a vehicle for the feudal dynasties, who legitimized the cult in order
to exercise control at village level, both sacredly and secularly, as the cult, to a great
extent, helped construct social morality in accordance with Confucian ideology. In recent
years, especially since the launch of the Renovation in 1986, Vietnam has experienced a
revitalization of popular religion in general and of the village rituals and festivals in
particular. By examining the ritual process, organization, and festival activities, the thesis
asks what social, cultural, and political bases there are that permit the cult to exist and
evolve and what values the cult provides to meet the villagers’ spiritual and recreational
needs within the context of village transformation in contemporary Vietnam.
As a work of cultural history, with an oral history and ethnographic component,
the thesis argues that the cult of village guardian deities has revived as a form of popular
religion since it serves the interests of both the Party-State and local communities in
consolidating national identity and local autonomy respectively. Moreover, the
revitalization of the cult has also benefited from the reform of the cultural and religious
policies of the Party-State of Vietnam in building Vietnamese culture and upholding
cultural heritage.
The thesis seeks to make a contribution to the current scholarship of the
resurgence of popular religion by providing new insights into the culturally dynamic,
socially sophisticated, and contested sphere of a particular form of folk beliefs in
contemporary Vietnam. In addition, the thesis works as a vehicle for international
scholars and readers to pursue a deeper understanding of Vietnamese tradition and culture
through the lens of the cult of village guardian deities.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1

Situating the Cult of Village Guardian Deities
This thesis explores the cult of village guardian deities in the lives of the villagers

in the Red River delta in contemporary Vietnam1, focusing on the two case-studies - the
villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi. The veneration of guardian deities has historically
played an extremely significant role in the life of the ethnic Viet people. On the one hand,
it worked as a vehicle for dynastic regimes to exercise their power and control over
villages, both secularly and spiritually. Succeeding dynasties appointed not only historical
figures who had died for the sake of the nation, the people, or the dynastic court, or who
had made loyal or meritorious contributions to certain dynastic regimes, but also local
figures, and even spirits of nature, as guardian deities (Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự
1998; Vũ Ngọc Khánh 2001; Vũ Ngọc Khánh 2004; Nguyễn Minh Tường 2013). These
deities would be commemorated at village shrines or communal houses built on the order
of the emperors. The veneration of guardian deities contributed to constructing social
morality in accordance with Confucian ideology and community spirit. The cult, to a
great extent, provided a ritual space for the village institutions to operate and for the
village’s hierarchical social stratification to be ordered. Therefore, these two major
purposes, amongst others, enabled the cult to exist and evolve through dynastic and
colonial periods in the history of Vietnam.
Any village god had two statuses: firstly, the deity was the guardian of a particular
village, protecting that community against disease and misfortune with responsibility for
the prosperity of that village; secondly, as the deity was ordained by dynastic emperors to
1

In this thesis, the word ‘cult’ is not used with negative connotations: it is used to refer to the worship of
thần, deities in English in general, or of thành hoàng làng, village guardian deities in particular.
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be a village guardian, he or she was assumed to be “a sacred official” who, on behalf of
the central court, ruled at the local level. Village guardian deities were, in the imperial
decrees of appointment, classified into the three ranks: superior (thượng đẳng),
intermediate (trung đẳng), and inferior (hạ đẳng). As those dynastic officials worked as
“sacred representatives” of the central court at local level, they could be, at the emperor’s
will, promoted from a lower to a higher ranking for their auspiciousness and
responsiveness or relocated from one place to another. However, if an appointed guardian
deity failed to prove their auspiciousness and responsiveness, he or she would be demoted
or sacked by an imperial decree (Toan Ánh 1992 cited in Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996: 84). In
“use the religious rituals and symbols to

this way, feudal emperors were able to

legitimize their power and engage people in institutionalized and emotional forms of
action” (Roszko 2010:2). The cult of village guardian deity worship, at various times in
history, has played a very important role in the religious life of villagers. By absorbing
some elements from Chinese religions and beliefs, especially from Taoism and
Confucianism, this cult helped to construct the social morality and community spirit of
village culture.
As Woodside (1998:12) states, in the Vietnamese view, “popular religion”,
maintained that there was a “connection between the spiritual and the material world”; all
things have their own souls and spirits and villagers worshipped and sought support from
various deities, especially those who were responsible for the prosperity of agrarian
processes associated with natural phenomena such as the Sun, the Moon, weather, land,
forests, rivers, and mountains. The typical model of traditional Vietnamese society is
constituted by three levels of social entities: family, village, and nation. Each level has its
own spiritual and religious link: ancestor worship in families, guardian deity cults in
villages and the worship of Hùng kings as the very first national ancestors (Ngô Đức
Thịnh 2012:512).
2

Among the many long-time popular customs, within Vietnam’s syncretistic
landscapes, ancestor worship stands out as the most prominent. In every Vietnamese
house, there is an altar for worshipping ancestors (Salemink 2007:581). Ancestral
veneration as a way to express gratitude and piety is considered the most important
religious practice. Besides the practice of ancestor worship within a family, almost all
villages of the ethnic Viet (commonly known as the Kinh) in the Red River delta have
their own đình làng (communal houses) in which rituals in honour of the guardian deities
are performed. The worship of village guardian deities characterizes the specific identity
of rural life in northern Vietnam. Most of the deities are spirits of nature or deceased
heroic figures who devoted their lives for the victory of the nation against foreign
invasion or for the prosperity of their communities or the whole nation. The deities
promise the living no salvation in the after-life, but what he or she does is to bless people
in their everyday activities with good health, good luck, and prosperity (Nguyễn Duy
Hinh 1996:409-410).
For a number of reasons, communal house rituals and the maintenance of ritual
space, in many cases of northern Vietnamese villages, have been performed
intermittently, or heavily curtailed, or in some cases even discontinued. Firstly, a number
of communal houses and shrines were damaged or ruined during the two wars - the
Franco-Vietnamese War (1946-1954) and the Vietnam War (1955-1975), and the
villagers could not afford to restore these religious buildings and uphold rituals (Đinh
Gia Khánh and Lê Hữu Tầng 1993; Vũ Ngọc Khánh 2001; Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý
2005). At the village of Đại Vi, one of my intensive case studies, the communal house
and one of the spirit shrines were burned down to prevent the French troops from being
garrisoned in 1952. Only the shrine in the hamlet of Gạ remained untouched. It was not
until 1989 that the ritual and annual festival in honour of the guardian deities of the
village were resumed after a long time of being discontinued. Secondly, during the 1960s
3

and 1970s, many communal houses were converted into mundane spaces such as
kindergartens, meeting halls, workplaces, classrooms, or paddy warehouses for the cooperatives (Bùi Hoài Sơn 2009:86). Take the village of Quan Nhân, the second of the two
villages I visited for in-depth study, for example: the communal house of the village was
used as a paddy barn and the front yard as a workplace for the co-operative. The village
festival and rituals in honour of the guardian deities were discontinued. However, the
sanctuary where the altar and the statue of the guardian deity resided remained untouched.
Moreover, during this period, communal house rituals and ritual space were discouraged
and were subject to more control because they were considered to be associated with
feudal values, the dominance of former elites, and gender inequality (Malarney 2002:47;
Hy V. Luong 2007:441). As far as festivals were concerned, despite the above-mentioned
challenges, in fact, during late 1960s and early 1970s, attempts to revive festivals
discreetly among northern Vietnamese villages, commonly known as a phenomenon of
“breaking the fence”, were reported (Bùi Hoài Sơn 2009:84).
In December 1986, the Đổi mới were launched at the Sixth National Congress of
the Communist Party of Vietnam. The Đổi mới were economic reforms which were
initiated in response to a period of economic crisis from 1979 to 1985. The Đổi mới were
designed to transform the centrally-planned economy into one which is driven by the
market, governed by the State and socialist-oriented. Economic developments achieved
since the Renovation paved the way for “a new source of vitality for faster development
in all aspects of life” (Lưu Tiền Hải 2011). The initial economic achievements gained
right after the launch of Đổi mới created further momentum for religious reforms (Tai
2001:1; Kendall, L., Vũ Thị Thanh Tâm and Nguyễn Thị Thu Hu'o'ng 2010:75) which
had begun in the early 1980s (Roszko 2012: 31). As the view of the Party-State of
Vietnam on religion and religious practices has changed, religious organizations and

4

practices which were previously restricted or prohibited according to communist ideology
are now tolerated, accepted, or formally approved (McAllister 2013:18).
Although the restoration of ritual sites and the revival of festivals in northern
Vietnam in the 1970s and 1980s, as Hy V. Luong (2007:451) reported, took place well
before the systematic implementation of the market-oriented reforms in Vietnam and
before the visibility of the global capital in local economy, favourable conditions such as
economic growth and the spiritual demands of local communities since the Đổi mới era
have given strength to the rapid restructuring of rituals, festivals, and practices of the cult
of village guardian deities. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a number of local
communities applied for permission to rebuild or restore their communal houses and for
official recognition as “Historical-Cultural Sites” (Di tích Lịch sử-Văn hóa) where they
could venerate village guardian deities. Of the many communal houses officially
recognized, the communal house of Quan Nhân was officially recognized as a
“Historical-Artistic Site” in 1989 after the elderly men of the village successfully applied
to revive their tradition. The communal house of the village Đại Vi was officially
recognized in the same year. Such official recognition from the state, as Edyta Roszko
(2010:8) argues, has enabled people to venerate their deities in the way they wish and also
acts as a source of personal consolation and community pride.
However, the restoration of ritual sites and renewal of the religious practices, as
DiGregorio and Salemink (2007:435) state, have triggered a major policy debate on
whether village festivals “are permissible in a socialist state; and whether they should be
preserved in ‘traditional’ form or adapted to modern requirements”. This debate on the
roles and functions of village festivals attracted the participation of researchers in
Vietnam. For the Party-State, the cult of village guardian deities is relevant to the cause of
national unity and identity as it promotes the tradition of ancestor worship and the

5

veneration of national heroes. The cult is also relevant for the promotion of the tradition
of “uống nước nhớ nguồn” (When you drink water, remember the source) in honouring
and remembering people who made meritorious contributions to the nation. For the local
community, as Hoàng Mạnh Thắng (2012:219) states, the cult of village guardian deities
is able to foster communal spirit and autonomy by consolidating solidary relations among
community members and strengthening the sense of anti-foreign tradition.
In the context of the upsurge of popular religion in contemporary Vietnam, the
cult and village festivals in honour of the guardian deities have expanded in both rural and
urban villages in the Red River delta. In recent years, a great number of communal houses
have been rebuilt or restored; many of these communal houses have been officially
recognized and ranked as Historical-Cultural Sites by the state; village festivals in honour
of the guardian deities have continued to be organized. However, village festivals and the
rituals have changed dramatically in the context of rapid industrialization and
urbanization in rural and urban villages respectively. Religious practices past and present
have provided a rich resource for scholarly investigation.
1.2

Literature Review
Of the literature, a great amount of the previous research, conducted by both

domestic and international authors, has focused on interpreting the revival of popular
religion in contemporary Vietnam as it relates to social, economic and political
transformation. The interpretations concentrate on the construction and reconstruction of
Viet culture or the contestations and negotiations between local people and the State
within the religious landscape. While some researchers concentrate on exploring the
upsurge of popular religion in contemporary Vietnam, other scholars investigate village
festivals, most of which are in honour of village guardian deities, to identify changes to
traditional festivals in the contemporary social, cultural, economic and political context.

6

Popular Religion in Revival
The resurgence of popular religion since the Đổi mới era has provoked extensive
scholarly interest. Generally, interpreting this resurgence has two foci: the changes in the
Party-State’s policies on religion as a result of the economic reforms, and the re-invention
of a tradition in the context of the market economy. Hue-Tam Ho Tai (2001), in Country
of Memory: Remaking the Past in Late Socialist Vietnam, explores how the past is being
remade in contemporary Vietnam. The book, which is comprised of three parts, is a
collection of essays. The first part focuses on the construction of the past. The remaining
two parts are an analysis of the art market and tourism and a discussion about gender
from the perspective of remembering and forgetting. Hue-Tam Ho Tai’s book is an
examination of the conflict and compromise between familial and state cultures.
Moreover, this collection also presents an in-depth discussion about the relationship
between the state power and localities in the forms of remembering. In the introduction,
Hue-Tam Ho Tai (2001:1), argues that the “upsurge of commemoration is a paradoxical
by-product of the program of economic reforms” since this “commemorative fever” has
given the appearance that the country is living in the past with temples, shrines, or
monuments being refurbished or rebuilt. The landscape of the country is painted with
commemorative buildings and industrial facilities which link the past with the present.
In recent years, Vietnamese scholarship about religious life has found that popular
religion delivers constructive values of “solidarity” and “unity”, helping the cause of
“building the fatherland” (Ngô Đức Thịnh 2006; Bouquet 2010). Nguyễn Đức Lữ (2009)
explored Confucianism, Daoism and religions supported by a hierarchic bureaucracy such
as Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, Buddhism, and the domestically-established
religious traditions such as Caodaism and Hoahaoism. He argued that, regardless how
highly organized a religion is when it came to Vietnam, they are subject to modifications
by, and absorb elements of, local religious practices. Vietnam has seen minor conflicts
7

between various religions, partly due to an increasing tolerance from the state and a
relaxation of its policies on religion and religious practice (Nguyễn Đức Lữ 2009:90).
Exploring the revival of festivals from the perspective of cults of the “exceptional
dead” in northern Vietnam, Malarney states that the upsurge of the festivals is concerned
with a number of profound changes such as the state’s “political legitimation” of festivals
(2007:516). Festivals play an important role in social life as they help to uphold the stateset moral values of nhớ ơn (remember and be indebted to) and tưởng niệm (remembrance)
in relation to individuals who sacrificed their lives for the nation or who made great
contributions to the people and the nation. Moreover, Malarney (2007:240) concludes that
festivals are also cultural events that make it possible for the Vietnamese people to uphold
important cultural traditions and practices. Exploring the ritual aspects of life from the
central state down to the individual level, DiGregorio and Salemink (2007:433) argue that
traditional beliefs have become “elements in constructions of meaning, values and
certainties in post-Đổi Mới Vietnam…” Village rituals and festivals have served as
vehicles that link the present and the past. Moreover, the revival of village rituals and
festivals has been significantly contingent upon state legitimation through the recognition
accorded by the Ministry of Culture and Information to sites of “historic and cultural
significance”. In this function, the modern ministry compares to its pre-revolutionary
predecessor, the Ministry of Rites, which reinforce the authority of the dynastic state to
ensure village rituals accorded with Confucian doctrine by means of dynastic certificates
of investiture to local personages and historical figures (2007:436-437). The revival of
festivals has also seen the manifestation of the tradition of gratitude to ancestors of the
Vietnamese people. In this context, remembering, as Jellema (2007a:420) concludes, is “a
morally saturated practice, inextricably tied to the creation of families, villages, nations
and selves.”
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The effects of the market economy on social life have been substantial, even in
religious practice. Kendall, Tâm, and Hương used interviews with the carvers of deities to
describe “a sophisticated market” which “permits a hierarchy of value and a range of
consumer choices in the production and consumption of sacred objects” (2010:80). They
argue that in a complicated market, “popular religion simultaneously resists and
succumbs to the commodification of relationships between people and sacred goods…”
(Kendall, Tâm, and Hương 2010:81). In this context, Lê Hồng Lý (2007), conducting a
case study on Bà Chúa Kho (Lady of Treasury), states that the revival of the cult of the
Lady of Treasury in particular in the village of Cổ Mễ in Bắc Ninh province reflects a
profound social, political, and religious transformation which has been energized by the
market economy in post-Đổi Mới era. The explosive potency of the deity and the upsurge
of the cult, as Lê Hồng Lý argues, results from: a) the favourable location of the shrine in
honour of the deity as it is situated on the National Motorway 1A which connects the
capital Hanoi to the busy border trade zone with China in Lạng Sơn province; b) the
deity’s natural character which is associated with wealth, even being referred to as a
divine “banker”, because she has a historical biography as a figure who encouraged riceproducing and the establishment of public granaries; and c) the Vietnamese polytheistic
faith, especially among traders making offerings to deities to receive divine support from
them (2007:512). Lê Hồng Lý concludes that, apart from the party-state’s liberal
approach to religion, the revival of popular religion in general and the cult of the Lady of
Treasury in particular have resulted from the confusion, dislocation, and chaos of the
transitional stage from a centralized subsidiary economic system into the market-driven
economy.
Philip Taylor’s (2007) edited collection Modernity and Re-enchantment: Religion
in Post-revolutionary Vietnam examines the revival of religious practices in the context of
particular histories and socio-cultural concerns. Taylor’s collection consists of twelve
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case studies, each of which investigates a particular aspect of modernity and reenchantment. Notably, Kate Jellema (2007b:58-89) in Chapter 2, argues on the basis of
long-term fieldwork that the coming and going of the dead and the living are inspired by
ancestral rituals and that ancestor worship provides a model for the state to emphasize the
return of the Vietnamese to the homeland. Moreover, ancestor worship and village
festivals help people to cope with social isolation in the context of rapid social change and
migration. In Chapter 3, Horim Choi (2007:90-120) examines the recent upsurge of
religious rituals from the perspective of social dynamics and the interactions between
local community and the state. As far as lên đồng mediumship is concerned, Endres
(2007:216) concludes “Market relations and a burgeoning economy”, have helped to
enhance its significance. Phạm Quỳnh Phương (2007:221-249) argues the status of
women is promoted by the possession of Saint Trần, the spirit of Trần Hưng Đạo, a
military leader in Vietnamese history.
Mathieu Bouquet (2010:103), in his analysis of the relationship between state and
religion through the governmental discourse on religion and the co-option of traditional
cults by the State, states that the Party-State has adopted “a softer approach on religious
issues”. Bouquet states that there exists a wider interaction between politics and religion
in post-Đổi mới Vietnam as the current approach of the Party-State towards religious
practices and rituals has turned religion from “a strictly private affair to a matter of public
interest” (2010:90;106). The current state policies on religious practices and celebrations
have reflected the dramatic change from the point of view of the Party-State. Religious
organizations, to a great extent, are being recognized as a significant contribution to the
cause of “building the fatherland”.
A greater proportion of the scholarly interest in ritual practice focuses on the
northern areas of Vietnam, rather than on the central and the southern areas. Ritual
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practices in the northern areas have attracted increasing scholarly attention. Cult, culture,
and authority: Princess Liễu Hạnh in Vietnamese histories by Olga Dror (2007) is an
exploration of narratives from the eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries about a
Vietnamese female deity, Liễu Hạnh. Situating the cult of Liễu Hạnh in the context of
writings about Vietnamese popular religion, the author examines the cult in two major
aspects: ritual “form” and narrative “content”. In her introduction, Dror states that the cult
has had its enduring vitality as Liễu Hạnh’s sublime power responds to her followers’
supplications through its ritual form. Exploring how the cult has been used by
intellectuals and the state, the author’s main argument is “while the existence of the cult is
testimony to the stability of the cultic form of popular worship, biographical information
about Liễu Hạnh as a divine/human personality attached to historical and geographical
contexts comes from intellectuals for whom Liễu Hạnh is not an object of worship as
much as a means for expressing philosophical, ideological, or political messages” (Dror
2007:11). In this way, the history and the image of Liễu Hạnh has been established and
viewed differently at different times by different groups of people or organizations.
Inspired by a study by Kwon (2006) about the contestation of the commemoration
after the massacre of Hà Mỹ and Mỹ Lai Villages in central Vietnam, Roszko explored
the politics of historical narratives to analyse contestations over memory and the attempts
by the Ly Son villagers to deal with this issue through ancestor worship. She states that
“the state views do not simply clash with the people’s view, but rather provoke
reconstruction of their memory in preferable terms” (2010:21). Roszko (2011:174), in her
dissertation entitled “Spirited dialogues: Contestations over religious landscape in Central
Vietnam’s littoral society”, observes that the littoral communities not only adapt to State
policy, but also introduce and integrate their own narratives into mainstream history, in
order to gain the government’s recognition of their ancestors, divinities, and heroes.
Furthermore, Roszko (2011) argues that there exist contestations and negotiations
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between local people and the State within the religious landscape created both in the
process of “simplification” and “standardization” of cultural policies adopted by the State.
A number of studies have analysed a particular form of popular religion. Phạm
Quỳnh Phương (2005), in her dissertation “Hero and Deity: Empowerment and
Contestation in the Veneration of Tran Hung Dao in Contemporary Vietnam”, discusses
the revival of popular religion and its significance in contemporary Vietnam. She states
that the cult of Tran Hung Dao, whose temples and statues can be found across the
country, works as a landscape for empowerment and contestation. The upsurge of
veneration of feminine spirits and kindred cults has recently attracted much scholarly
interest. Ngô Đức Thịnh (2002), a key Vietnamese folklorist, has paved the way for the
study of folk culture and folk religion in Vietnamese scholarship. He explored the cult of
the Lady of Treasury (Bà chúa kho) in the province of Bắc Ninh and in the ward of Giảng
Võ of Hanoi city in contemporary Vietnam, observing that the Lady of Treasury is not an
entity of single denotation, but a multi-symbolic, multi-valued, and culturally-layered
entity (Ngô Đức Thịnh 2002). Thịnh argues that the cult of the Lady of Treasury is a good
example of a folk culture that intertwines with the values of social transformation in
Vietnam through its agrarian feudal system, its liberalization, and its market economy.
Relying on fieldwork data collected mainly in the Red River delta of northern Vietnam, a
dissertation by Nguyễn Thị Hiền (2002) explores the Religion of Four Palaces (Tứ Phủ)
through Hầu bóng spirit possession rituals to construct and reconstruct Vietnamese folk
culture. In her dissertation framed within the theory of “mythic model” as espoused by
Dow (1986), she argues that culturally-constructed ritual elements can be transformed
into symbols which render therapeutic efficacy and auspiciousness via performance.
Having taken a regional focus on southern Vietnam, Philip Taylor (2004), in Goddess on
the Rise: Pilgrimage and Popular Religion in Vietnam, investigates how the worship of
the Lady of the Realm (Bà Chúa xứ) cult fits into the context of the market economy, and
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seeks to understand the relationship between social changes and the revival of popular
religion in contemporary Vietnam. He comes to the conclusion that the Lady of the Realm
shows neither a kind of confrontation with the State, nor a return to a tradition, but rather
the current-worldly concerns about economics and gender and pilgrimage, which “is a
prism through which important dimensions of urban experience are understood and
enacted” (Taylor 2004:20).
“Three Goddesses in and out of Their Shrine” (Kendall, Tam et al. 2008), based
on fieldwork in Nam Định Province and other popular places of worship of the Three
Goddesses, analyses the increasing popularity of the cult of goddesses, especially in the
context of the market economy in contemporary Vietnam. The authors conclude that
religious practice serves as a commodity to meet the demand of the adherents. In addition,
Nguyễn Thị Hiền (2008), in her article entitled “Yin Illness: Its Diagnosis and Healing
within lên đồng (Spirit Possession) Rituals of the Viet”, has taken a further step in
analysing how the Viet people understand Yin illnesses and healing through lên đồng
rituals, which is one aspect of the ritual practice of the cult of the Four Palaces (Tín
ngưỡng Tứ phủ) in the worship of feminine spirits in Viet culture. In the same context,
Endres (2008) approached the Four Palaces and spirit mediumship from the perspective
of personal life-story narratives.
From the perspective of transnationalism, Karen Fjelstad and Nguyễn Thị Hiền
(2011) explore the expansion of lên đồng rituals by means of intensive fieldwork among
spirit mediums in northern California and northern Vietnam. Fjelstad and Hiền’s book
consists of seven chapters, of which, each covers a particular aspect of lên đồng rituals.
By using a key concept of “flooding”, Fjelstad and Hiền attempt to bring light to ritual
transnationalism in general and “the expansion of mediumship from the ethnic Viet to
other people and cultures…” (2011:15). Fjelstad and Hiền (2011:15-16) state that global
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economic change has helped mediums to overcome difference and also created favourable
conditions for the lên đồng ritual to spread domestically and internationally.
Tín ngưỡng và văn hóa tín ngưỡng ở Việt Nam (Religious beliefs and religious
belief culture) by Ngô Đức Thinh (2012) is a study, rich in ethnographic fieldwork, which
explores the most popular religions in Vietnam such as ancestor worship, the veneration
of village guardian deities, the worship of feminine spirits, the cult of the Four Palaces,
the cult of the Trần Deity, and the cult of the Four Immortals, among others, and their
culturally-related practices and symbols such as ritual pictures, ritual music and dances,
and annual festivals. Ngô Đức Thịnh states religions and beliefs: a) provide an
environment to sustain, integrate, and preserve cultural practices and folk art; b)
consolidate community spirit and union; and c) reinforce cultural values. The revival of
popular religion and beliefs fosters the possibilities of the return of village’s lavish feasts
and seatings at the communal houses, the burning of votive paper, animal-sacrifice, and
fortune-telling. Definitively, the recent resurgence of popular religion and religious
practices in contemporary Vietnam, as Ngô Đức Thịnh (2012:578) concludes, has, to a
great extent, promoted the revival of traditional culture and helped to preserve and uphold
national cultural identity.
Village Festivals: Traditional and Modernized
Of the Vietnamese scholarship on festivals, a great amount of the literature
explores festivals from various perspectives which can be categorized in three groups.
The first group consists of studies presenting meticulous descriptions of typical traditional
festivals in Vietnam. Of the pre-revolutionary scholarship, Nguyễn Văn Huyên is typical
of those authors whose studies focused on traditional festivals. In an article, based on his
fieldwork conducted in 1937 and 1938, Nguyễn Văn Huyên (1939) presents a detailed
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description of the festival of the village of Phù Đổng2 in Bắc Ninh province, focusing on
the description of the performance and symbols of the miraculous fight of the village
festival. Typical post-revolutionary works include two volumes of Nếp cũ: hội hè đình
đám (Old customs: festivals and communal house rituals) by Toan Ánh (2005a), volume
1 being first published in 1969 and volume 2 in 1974; Hội hè Việt Nam (Festivals in
Vietnam) edited by Trương Thìn (1990); 60 lễ hội truyền thống Việt Nam (60 traditional
festivals in Vietnam) by Thạch Phương and Lê Trung Vũ (1995), and Lễ hội Việt Nam by
Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý (2005).
Lễ hội Việt Nam by Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý is a collection of over 300
traditional village festivals all over Vietnam, but with a higher concentration of festivals
in the northern region. Village festivals, the authors note, symbolize community spirit and
express the feelings and respects of local people to their guardian deities. This collection
of festivals presents two major contents – agricultural rites and veneration of historical
figures. Village festivals include a greater weight of agricultural rites because most of the
Vietnamese people live on the cultivation of lowland rice or upland rice. Most of the
historical figures are national heroes who were military leaders in struggles to defend the
Vietnamese nation.
Apart from the above-mentioned work, there is a great number of studies
presenting the traditions of a particular local community or region such as Lễ hội truyền
thống: trong đời sống xã hội hiện đại (Traditional festivals: in modern society) by Đinh
Gia Khánh and Lê Hữu Tầng (1993), Khảo sát thực trạng văn hoá lễ hội truyền thống
của người Việt ở Đồng Bằng Bắc bộ (Investigations on traditional cultural festival of the
Vietnamese on the Red River delta) by Nguyễn Quang Lê (2001), Lễ hội truyền thống
tiêu biểu Hải Phòng (Popular traditional festivals in Haiphong) edited by Trịnh Minh

2

Now belongs to Gia Lâm district of Hanoi city.
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Hiền (2006), Tín ngưỡng, tôn giáo và lễ hội dân gian Hà Tây (Beliefs, religions, and folk
festivals in Hà Tây province) by Nguyễn Hữu Thức (2012), and others.
The second group is comprised of case-studies, whose data are based on extensive
ethnographical fieldwork, examining festivals organized by particular villages or
localities. Lễ hội truyền thống và hiện đại (Traditional and modern festivals) by Thu Linh
and Đặng Văn Lung (1984) gives a detailed analysis of the significance, functions and
structure of traditional festivals. Examining traditional festivals in rural life before 1984,
the authors state the decline of traditional festivals resulted from their disadvantages
which involved social evils such as gambling, alcohol-fuelled problem behaviour,
extravagant feasting, and social classification due to a dynastic ideology based on
Confucianism (Thu Linh and Đặng Văn Lung 1984:73). From the statistics on the number
of festival attendants from 1978 to 1981, they report even the most popular festivals
which are in honour of national heroes or heroines, or are related to rituals at pagodas
such as the Hương Pagoda festivals and the Hùng King Temple festival, attracted fewer
and fewer attendants (Thu Linh and Đặng Văn Lung 1984:191). Furthermore, Lễ hội
truyền thống và hiện đại made recommendations on methods and steps of establishing
and organizing modern festivals for political ends.
From the perspective of tourism development and preservation of heritage sites,
Bùi Hoài Sơn (2004) investigates a buffalo fighting festival of Đồ Sơn quarter in Hải
Phòng, a coastal city northeast of Vietnam. Traditional festivals, as Bùi Hoài Sơn
(2004:31) states in the introduction, provide a positive lens to understand Vietnamese
cultural, social, and spiritual values. Bùi Hoài Sơn points out that, for Đồ Sơn, the
traditional buffalo fighting festival, tourism development, and the preservation of heritage
interact and support one another; tourism development helps to commercialise and
promote the festival while preservation of heritage helps to sustain it. The festival, in turn,

16

attracts tourists and visitors by creating local identity and brings more benefits for tourism
development and heritage preservation (2004:35).
From a different approach, Nguyễn Quang Lê (2011) explores traditional festivals
to identify the cultural characteristic of the ethnic Vietnamese. Traditional festivals help
to reveal: a) advanced agricultural rice cultivation; b) rich and diversified popular
religions; c) a philosophical view of Yin and Yang and a world view of the world and the
other world; d) a tradition and custom based on agricultural cultivation, and e) the history
of founding and defending the country (Nguyễn Quang Lê 2011:107). Examining
Confucianism and the introduction of Confucianism into Vietnam during the ancient and
dynastic periods, Nguyễn Quang Lê (2011:218-219) argues the cult of guardian deities
constituted an important component of Vietnamese popular religion. The veneration of
village guardian deities was based on Confucianism and the deities had their titles
conferred by dynastic emperors.
Situating traditional festivals in the contemporary social, economic, cultural and
political context of Vietnam, Lễ hội dân gian Việt Nam: truyền thống và hiện đại
(Festivals in Vietnam: traditional and modern) by Thế Thị Vân and Nguyễn Thị Thu
Duyên (2012) examines the changes of traditional festivals by means of the two cases of
the temples in honour of Bà Chúa kho (Lady of Treasury) and Nguyên Phi Ỷ Lan
(Empress Mother Ỷ Lan). Moreover, this book makes recommendations on preserving
and bringing into play traditional elements and selecting new elements for the legends and
festivals in honour of the deities. Exploring the legends about Bà Chúa kho and Nguyên
Phi Ỷ Lan and of the festivals in honour of them, Thế Thị Vân and Nguyễn Thị Thu
Duyên (2012) argue that the industrialization and urbanization are the key factors which
are continuously narrowing the ritual and festive space. The economic consequences of
industrialization and urbanization have, on the one hand, enabled local people to have
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higher income and a higher living standard and, on the other hand, caused a phenomenon
called “buôn thần bán thánh” (trading deities and selling spirits), in which spiritual
practices are commercialized. Visitors who come to either of the temples can even hire a
ritual person to pray to the deities on behalf of them (Thế Thị Vân and Nguyễn Thị Thu
Duyên 2012:97).
Hoàng Mạnh Thắng (2012) explores traditional festivals in Hưng Yên province
held in honour of a legendary figure called Chử Đồng Tử and in honour of Tứ Pháp (the
four Goddesses of Cloud, Rain, Thunder, and Lightning). By examining the key elements
of traditional festivals in Hưng Yên, he states traditional festivals in the province are
going through a transformation in that: a) local governments are more involved in the
organization of festivals; b) festival space is no longer limited within the boundary of a
village or a commune due to industrialization and urbanization, and c) ritual space is
likely to be simplified and secularized. By examining the trend of transformation, he
makes two groups of recommendations to preserve and promote the cultural values of
traditional festivals in contemporary social life. Although Hoàng Mạnh Thắng (2012:64)
states most of the traditional festivals were those in honour of village guardian deities, he
did not analyse those festivals in as much detail as others.
Luong Hy V. and Trương Huyền Chi (2012), exploring the ritual space and
festival of the village of Hoài Thị of the Liên Bão commune of the district Tiên Du in Bắc
Ninh province from a social conflict approach, argue: a) tradition is continuously recreated; b) the process of re-creating tradition involves compromises on the part of
various actors and dynamic relations within the community and between the community
and the State; and c) the results of the compromises at community level involve
unexpected factors and do not always follows a stereotypical model.
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The third group of studies is comprised of works that examine festivals from the
perspective of management, attempting to enhance local authority over the organization
of village festivals, and making recommendations to promote the advantages of
traditional festivals and restrict the disadvantages. These studies, by examining the
components and functions of traditional festivals, also attempt to present models of
traditional and modern festivals.
From the approach of festival management, Quản lý lễ hội truyền thống của người
Việt (Managing traditional festivals of the ethnic Vietnamese) by Bùi Hoài Sơn (2009)
examines legal documents and policies and reviews the achievements, failures, and
difficulties in organizing and managing traditional festivals for the period from Đổi mới
to 2009. Reviewing the effectiveness of state policies on the organization and
management of traditional festivals, Bùi Hoài Sơn (2009:213) states that although a series
of regulations have been promulgated for the past years, central authorities have
perceived shortcomings in the organization and management of traditional festivals, such
as: a) overcommercialization; b) alleged superstitions and the burning of votive paper at
almost every festival; c) the revival of supposedly backward customs; d) inadequate
restoration or deformation of cultural historical buildings; e) poor organization or
imitation among the cults; and f) perceived social evils (drunkenness, gambling, and
pickpocketing). As far as heritage management is concerned, Bùi Hoài Sơn (2009:220221) argues that apart from the aim of cultural development, the organization and
management of traditional festivals should advance political, social, and economic
causes; traditional festivals must help to promote community spirit in abiding with the
state laws and guidelines of the Party for the process of nation-building. In addition, the
organization of traditional festivals needs to take into account concerns about lavishness
and post-worship feasting. Moreover, the need and will of local people should be put in
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consideration while selecting, upholding, and developing traditional festivals. Local
people and communities are the ones who both create and enjoy their own culture.
Examining the structure of traditional festivals of the ethnic Vietnamese, Nguyễn
Chí Bền (2013) provides a detailed analysis of some key elements of traditional festivals.
He states that traditional festivals are basically comprised of: the figure/figures venerated;
visible elements such as communal houses, shrines, temples, poetic couplets, hagiologies,
imperial decrees, etc.; and invisible elements, made visible in sacred space and time
through rites, games, sacrificial offerings, ritual scripts, etc. The author argues the
conservation and promotion of traditional festivals requires oversight of these elements.
Moreover, as Nguyễn Chí Bền (2013:356) points out, although a traditional festival is the
product of a community, it also needs the support of the state, regardless of what model,
to be redefined and restructured. In this view, the state plays an important role in
designing a model festival which serves the long-term goals of national cultural
development while ensuring recognized traditions are still able to flourish.
The Cult of Guardian Deities in the Red River Delta: Village Cultural and Spiritual
Space
Of the many forms of folk religion in Vietnam, Tín ngưỡng Thành hoàng làng or
the cult of village guardian deity worship is considered the most popular one, and it
represents the “beautiful tradition” of the nation (Vũ Ngọc Khánh 1994). Most of the
Vietnamese scholarship notes that the cult of guardian deities originated from the Chinese
town gods. As the worship of town gods spread to rural areas, it intertwined with the local
religious practices which were based on “the belief in the existence of village spirits and
spirits in nature such as wind, water, and mountains” (Duiker 1995:167-168). Belief in
village spirits was modified into a different model as soon as dynastic regimes in
medieval Vietnam accepted the prominence of Confucianism and consolidated the power
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of the emperors and the central court. In traditional Sino-Vietnamese socio-moral view of
integration, Confucianism advocated the tam cương (three bonds) which helped to hold a
society together. The three bonds were the mandarin’s loyalty to his emperor (quân thần
cương), the son’s piety to his father (phụ tử cương), and the wife’s submission to her
husband (phu thê cương). Successive dynastic regimes granted titles not only to spirits of
nature, but also to deceased loyal mandarins or local heroes and appointed them as deities
in three different levels. The central court then ordered and supported local authorities
and village communities to build shrines, temples, or communal houses to venerate them
(Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:375). In this way, village spirits became the village guardian
deities.
Studies on the cult conducted in the pre-colonial period were mainly by several
well-known French-educated Vietnamese scholars. Phan Kế Bính, an early twentiethcentury writer and journalist, in Việt Nam phong tục (The customs of Vietnam), one of the
earliest studies about the cult of guardian deities in Vietnam, first published in 1915,
presents a detailed description about the cult – the deities, the places of worship, the
rituals, village institutions to perform the rituals, festivals, and recreational activities. He
argues that the cult became popular as soon as dynastic regimes honoured loyalty and
sacrifice by ordering local people to build shrines or temples to commemorate the martyrs
or mandarins for their meritorious contributions after they died (Phan Kế Bính 2006: 7273).
“Essai sur le Đình et le culte du génie tutélaire des villages au Tonkin” by Nguyen
Van Khoan (1930), explores communal houses and ceremonies in honour of village
guardian deities in an example of early ethnographic fieldwork in a number of villages in
the Red River delta, especially the villages of Phú Mẫn and Yên Mẫn in Bắc Ninh
province. Nguyen Văn Khoan provides a detailed description of the common structure of

21

a communal house, usually referred to as a đình, with ritual and artistic objects,
classification of the deities venerated, and rituals performed in honour of the deities.
Nguyen Van Khoan also examines the political aspects of the communal house which
provided a ritual space for village notables, social groups and local officials to participate
and interact. Regarding gender, Nguyen Van Khoan (1930:110) states that, during the
days of a village festival when major sacrifices were performed, the notables came to
kowtow to the Buddha and the women kowtow to the guardian deities. That was an
exception of the general rule as the communal house was a place for male and the pagoda
was a place for female.
In “Contribution à l’étude d’un génie tutélaire Annamite, Li-Phuc-Man”, Nguyen
Van Huyen (1938), conducted an in-depth study on the two villages of Yên Sở and Đắc
Sở that venerated the same guardian deity who had been a legendary figure named Lý
Phục Mãn. Nguyen Van Huyen’s work is a meticulous ethnological study focusing on the
hierarchical orders and seatings within the ritual space at the communal houses of the two
villages. He argues that the main focus of the cult of guardian deities was the worship of
phúc thần (deities of happiness and auspiciousness) and the rituals involved social
complexities; within the ritual space at the communal houses, social organizations and
groups competed but also compromised with one another to attain their own ends.
Of the recent studies, Tín ngưỡng Thành hoàng Việt Nam (The cult of guardian
deities in Vietnam) by Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1996) examines the origin, formation,
development of the cult in dynastic periods of Vietnam, and the ritual space at the
communal house in Vietnamese villages in pre-colonial time. By means of archival
studies, Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1996:97) states the veneration of guardian deities in Vietnam
was categorized in two models. The first model, which was the cult of guardian deities
popular in towns and cities, was nearly the copy of the town gods in China during the
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Chinese Tang and Ming; the second model was the cult of village guardian deities. It was
this cult that reflected the nature of the Vietnamese religious practice and belief. Nguyễn
Duy Hinh (1996:98) argues dynastic states selected village spirits and appointed them as
guardian deities in order to mobilize national strength and at the same time to control
grassroots social entities.
According to Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1996:406-409), the cult has features of a
primitive religion as well as elements beyond those of a primitive religion. Nguyễn Duy
Hinh notes that there are a number of the guardian deities which are gods of natural
phenomena, such as rain, thunder, mountain, river and sea, and that the cult reflects the
respect and fear of the peasants towards the sacred. Yet it also contains strict ritual rules
which are a copy of dynastic court rites, and an elaborate and flexible ritual organization
with systematic orders and titles.
Based on anthropological fieldwork conducted mainly in 1992, John Kleinen
(1999) explores the social and political development of Lang To (Làng Tó), a small
village in the Red River delta, approximately 25 kilometres southwest of Hanoi. The
revival of traditional festivals and the worship of guardian deities, as Kleinen (1999:10)
states, was the way the villagers of Lang To expressed their local autonomy. The
functions of the communal house which served as the seat of the village administration
and as the dominant domain of the males have been dramatically downgraded (Kleinen
1999:13-14).
Kirsten W. Endres (2001) examines the restructuring since the beginning of the
1980s of communal house rituals of Dai Bai, a bronze-manufacturing village located in
the Red River delta in Northern Vietnam, in order to explore the socio-political dynamics
which have made a significant impact on communal house ritual change. Endres, firstly,
presents some key features of the pre-revolutionary village society and ritual
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organization. Secondly, she focuses on the dynamics between local officials and the
village community while looking at party-state policies on Vietnamese culture during the
period from 1954 until the late 1970s. The processes of restructuring ritual, as Endres
(2001:72) argues, “developed their own dynamics in different localities and brought about
results which are in no way uniform”.
Trịnh Cao Tưởng (2005) in Thành hoàng ở Việt Nam và Shinto ở Nhật Bản (the
cult of guardian deities in Vietnam and Shinto in Japan) explores the cult of guardian
deities in Vietnam and the cult of Shinto in Japan to identify the similarities and
differences between the two cults in terms of ritual organization, ritual space, and places
of worship. Regarding the cult of guardian deities in Vietnam, Trịnh Cao Tưởng
(2005:27) states village deities are not only acknowledged, respected, and propitiated by
the villagers, but they were also officially recognized by dynastic regimes with sealed
decrees or certificates.
Sự tích thành hoàng làng ở Phú Xuyên, Hà Nôi (Legends of the guardian deities in
the district of Phú Xuyên of Hanoi) by Trần Huy Đĩnh., Vũ Quang Liễn, Phạm Vũ Đỉnh
and Vũ Quang Dũng (2011) is a collection of the legends of 18 guardian deities venerated
by villages in Phú Xuyên, a rural district about 32 kilometres to the south from the centre
of Hanoi. In the district of Phú Xuyên, many villages worship the same guardian deity.
According to the statistics based on the survey made by the Department of Culture and
Information of the district of Phú Xuyên in 2008, Trần Huy Đĩnh et al. (2011:15) state, of
153 villages, 28 villages venerate a figure with the title of Trung Thành Phổ Tế Đại
Vương, who was a mandarin of a regime dated back to the Hùng Kings’ era as their
village guardian deities.
Exploring the cult of guardian deities by studying archives in Hán and in Nôm
such as village hagiologies, dynastic decrees of appointment to village guardian deities,
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and scripts on stone posts, Đinh Khắc Thuân (2014:116) states the cult of village guardian
deities in Vietnam originates from the two main sources: a) the cult of town gods in
China; b) the worship of deities for their protection and auspiciousness within a tradition
of expressing gratitude to individuals who had made meritorious contributions to the
community
As far as the cult of village guardian deities and communal house rituals are
concerned, most of the current studies attempt to present collections of the legends about
the guardian deities or meticulous descriptions of the rituals and festivals in honour of the
deities which were popularly performed in pre-Đổi mới period. Moreover, there are
intersections between much of the work in relation to the origin and evolution of the cult,
especially in seeing the cult as part of the Viet culture. This thesis argues that the revival
of the cult of guardian deities can serve seemingly contradictory ends. The revival of the
cult reflects how modernity accommodates traditions in the context of industrialization
and urbanization in the contemporary Red River delta. On the one hand, it serves the
Party-State in building national identity with new values to consolidate nationalism. On
the other hand, the cult simultaneously constitutes a ritual space where a local community
expresses its autonomy. The cult which has been restructured helps to reveal the politics,
contradictions, disputes, and social variation of villages. Moreover, it can be viewed as a
tradition which is continuously re-invented.
1.3

Chapter Outline
In chapter 2, I outline the sites and methodology of the thesis. The data used come

from sources which can be divided into three categories: the scholarship in Vietnamese
folk beliefs; the publications in modern Vietnamese of a number of books which were
originally written in classical Chinese characters or in Nôm, a script based on modified
Chinese characters; and the archives which include the documents of dynastic

25

government such as the imperial decrees, and copies of ritual scripts collected from
village communal houses. Data for this thesis are also based on interviews, observations,
and photos which I took on my visits to the selected villages.
Chapter 3 investigates the ritual organization of the cult at villages in the Red
River delta in the pre-revolutionary period. This chapter first explores the formation and
development of this cult through dynastic periods. It seeks to argue that the formation and
development of the cult took its political and spiritual motivation downwards from the
central authority and upwards from the village communities. The development of the cult
of guardian deities was associated with the process the medieval feudal governments used
to legitimize the cult as a vehicle for taking control at the grass roots level under the
central court’s administration. This chapter constitutes a historical context for subsequent
chapters.
Chapter 4 situates the cult of village guardian deities in the context of the
changing governmental policies on cultural heritage and festivals. Since these policies
have come into effect, a number of traditions, folk religious practices, and customs which
are considered as being consistent with the “pure tradition and beautiful customs” (thuần
phong mỹ tục) have been encouraged and favored for development. However, those that
are seen as inconsistent have been discouraged. The chapter also attempts to locate the
cult of village guardian deities in the landscape changes in cultural life, and examines
thoroughly how the cult has adapted itself particularly to the contemporary market
economy, modernization, and industrialization.
Chapter 5 is an overview of village festivals in the contemporary Red River delta
area. This chapter presents an analysis to argue that the cult of village guardian deities has
changed dramatically. The ritual organization and process have been constituted from
both the traditional and the modern models. This chapter is based on the data collected
from interviews with communal house custodians and members of the Sub-Committees of
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Cultural-Historical Sites of the villages and wards I visited, from local documents, and
from my own observations.
Chapter 6 examines the geographical and social background of the two selected
villages: Quan Nhân and Đại Vi. The data used in this chapter come mainly from the
documents and statistics provided by local governments, observations and interviews with
local officials and village leaders. The main purpose of this chapter is not to attempt to
make a comparison between the two selected villages in particular, or between rural areas
and urban areas in general, although a “controlled comparison” which was introduced by
Eggan (1954) is used to analyze major features of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi in the urban and
rural areas respectively, as it is an “convenient instrument for exploration, utilizing covariation and correlation and avoiding too great a degree of abstraction” (Eggan
1954:748). Rather, its purpose is to illustrate the adaptation and transformation of the cult
to respond to changes in industrialization and urbanization and changes in social, cultural,
religious and economic life within the villages. The progress of industrialization and
urbanization has imposed higher and higher pressures on the villages for a “flexible
accommodation of new values” (Nguyen Van Huy and Kendall 2003:226). At the same
time, there are inner desires from local communities, especially the village elderly people,
to sustain the local identity and maintain respect for the old customs and traditions.
Chapter 7 describes the cult of village guardian deities of the village of Quan
Nhân. Quan Nhân is a village belonging to the Nhân Chính urban commune (phường) of
the Thanh Xuân district. The cultural and spiritual life of the villagers at villages in urban
regions has changed dramatically due to urbanization and industrialization in recent years.
Much of the data is derived from observations and interviews. The major sources of
information were village chiefs, heads of Association of the Elderly, heads of village
Festival Committees, and communal house custodians. Other sources of the data included
the two villages’ archives, namely hagiologies and imperial decrees, and local
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government documents. The greater proportion of the information is based on the
interviews which I conducted with the head of the Association of the Elderly, the head of
Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites, the heads of the residential quarter (tổ trưởng
dân phố), the communal house custodians, and other individuals I encountered on my
visits to the village.
Chapter 8 examines the cult of village guardian deities of the village of Đại Vi, in
the context of the market economy and urbanization in contemporary Red River delta.
Đại Vi is one of the villages in the rural areas of Bắc Ninh province, and is about 24
kilometres from Hanoi. The discussion focuses on the major components of the cult such
as the communal house as a place of worship, the ritual and the village festival as
religious and recreational practice, and the Ritual Board as a body that looks after the
spiritual life within a village boundary. This chapter concludes the findings which
establish a factual background for the final chapter, which will propose that the revival of
this cult is, to a great extent, the re-invention of a tradition illustrating a balance which
satisfies most of the expectations of both the government and villages.
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CHAPTER 2

METHODOLOGY

The object of my research is the cult of village guardian deities in contemporary
Vietnam, focusing on the two case studies at the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi in the
Red River delta. The research is intended as a contribution to cultural history, with an oral
history and ethnographic component. Much of the research entailed fieldwork
(observation and interview) together with archival study. The interviewees are villagers,
the members of the Association of the Elderly (male and female), the village chiefs, and
local government officials. Selecting sources, Benjamin’s concept of the “storyteller”
helps me to understand how my informants perceive their position in the villages as
members of the communities and how they tell “the circumstances in which they
themselves have learned” (Benjamin 1973:92).
The cult of guardian deities convey different meanings to different people and
seems to convey or reinforce different values to devotees of different status or kind. To
understand the revival of the cult in contemporary society, the concept of “invention of
tradition” by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger is applicable. Hobsbawm (Eric
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 1992:1) argues that “traditions, which appear or claim to
be old, are often quite recent in origin and sometimes invented”. Nguyễn Văn Huyên and
Nguyễn Trọng Chuẩn (2002:113) argue that tradition is an invariant element of the social
consciousness, which is repeated during the course of the establishment and development
of spiritual and physical culture, and delivers certain values to particular groups, classes,
communities, and the whole society. Trương Hoài Phương (2011:63) argues that tradition
is constituted of the sentiments, thoughts, habits, customs, lifestyles, and behaviour of a
specific community, taking shape through history and being passed from generation to
generation. Therefore, tradition can accommodates different cultural layers, some of
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which are compatible with contemporary society or nourish the cultural identity of a
community or a nation.
Reflecting the idea of “the invention of tradition”, used by Hobsbawm and
Ranger, McAllister (2013) has referred to Party-State acceptance of traditional cults in
Vietnam as a “re-invention of tradition”. As far as the cult of guardian deities is
concerned, the idea of re-invention of a tradition would be relevant to the description and
analysis of the revival of the cult at villages in contemporary northern Vietnam. The
revival of the cult reflects the continuity of a tradition of the Vietnamese people’s
gratitude to national heroes and to those who had made significant contributions to
building and defending the country. The cult of village guardian deities helps to
consolidate community spirit and moral debt. The “ritual process” and organization of the
cult of village guardian deities in contemporary Red River delta are comprised of both
traditional and modern elements which are representations of the past and the present. In
other words, the revival of the cult is considered as the re-invention of a tradition which is
constituted by the old ways grafted onto new ways.
As a native speaker and an “insider”, I am aware of the advantages I have to
“achieve sufficient intimacy with the people in the situation studied” (Perry 2002:51), to
“offer new angles of vision and depths of understanding” (Clifford and Marcus 1986:9),
and not to find myself challenged by “a new environment, and a new language” (Clifford
and Marcus 1986:195). Moreover, as telling “reactivates prior experience” (Turner
1986:17), I am confident that my sources can speak “cultural truths” (Clifford and Marcus
1986:107) as they tell their stories. Moreover, the analysis of ritual process and “ritual
organization” presented by Victor Turner in his work The Ritual Process: structure and
anti-structure (1969) can shed light on my analysis of how the cult of village guardian
deities has been revived as the re-invention of a tradition at the two contemporary
communities – the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi.
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2.1

Selection of Case Studies
The Red River delta has long been considered as the socio-cultural cradle of the

nation. Throughout its history, many cultural, political and religious elements were
imported into Vietnam via the delta, including Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism and
Catholicism. The delta is a large area which is enriched by the silt of the two rivers, the
Red River and the Thái Bình River. It administratively consists of 10 provinces and
municipalities: Vĩnh Phúc, Hà Nội, Bắc Ninh, Hà Nam, Hưng Yên, Hải Dương, Hải
Phòng, Thái Bình, Nam Định, and Ninh Bình. According to a 2012 determination of the
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (Decision No. 1482/QĐ-BTNMT), the
Red River delta has an area of approximately 2,105,00 hectares, accounting for 6.3% of
the total area of the country (Vietnam, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment
2012). The delta is the second largest rice-producing region and, according to the
statistics provided by the General Department of Statistics of Vietnam, accounts for about
16.5% of the rice production of the country. This area, which is characterized by a high
concentration of cultural and religious buildings and festivals, can be divided into two
sub-cultural zones: the urban, the capital city Thăng Long, Hanoi, and the rural zone.
To collect data, I paid visits to villages in the urban areas of Hanoi city and
villages in the rural areas of Bắc Ninh province. Generally, the urbanized villages are, at
present, communities of urban quarters or communes in towns or cities. As a result of
rapid urbanization, the villagers have lost almost all their agricultural land and no longer
earn their living from agricultural production. Their traditions and customs have been
affected dramatically by the process of modernization and urbanization. Unlike urbanized
villages, rural villages’ economy is mainly based on agricultural production. Some
villagers also have extra income from craft and other by-trades, especially during the time
between the two main crops of the agricultural cycles. Some villages specialise in making
bamboo items such as sieves, baskets, hats, curtains and blinds, in making pottery items
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such vases, jars, bowls and teapots, in making silks or in cloth-weaving, and other
villages specialise in making wooden furniture, paper, or iron and copper items.
As the Vietnamese people are syncretic in their beliefs and religions, a great
number of festivals are associated with various forms of popular religion, especially those
related to village guardian deities. Generally, traditional festivals can be categorized into
groups according to the rituals and activities they include. However, there is no clear cut
difference between one group and the others. One festival which is categorized in a
specific group may also include the characteristics of others. For example, the festival in
honour of the heroic figure Trần Hưng Đạo may also include lên đồng activities relating
to exorcism and meditation. The festival of the village of Đồng Kỵ in Từ Sơn town of Bắc
Ninh province, in honour of a figured called Thiên Cương, an army leader of a regime
related to the Hùng kings of the legendary Hồng Bàng dynasty in ancient Vietnam, also
includes rituals and recreational activities relating to agriculture called ôm cột Thái Bạch
(climbing the Thái Bạch column), the right column in front of the altar in the main hall of
the communal house. Author Lê Trung Vũ (2005:419) states that the festival of Đồng Kị
village under the cloak of a current competition of firecrackers, represents layers of the
culture of rice cultivation of the ancient Viet in Southeast Asia.
The cult of village guardian deities is a “translocal phenomenon” (Weszkalnys
2010:421). A great number of village festivals coincide with and overlap one another in
calendric time. Spring and autumn are the two busiest seasons for festivals. Many villages
organize their village festivals on the same days as others, although they are not
venerating the same heroic figures as their village guardian deities. To have an overview
of the cult in contemporary Red River delta, I first visited the villages of Phùng Khoang,
Triều Khúc, Cự Chính, Giáp Nhất, Hạ Yên Quyết, and Quan Nhân in urban areas of
Hanoi city to explore how ritual organization and process have changed in the context of
urbanization and social changes. Secondly, I visited the villages of Đình Bảng, Đồng Kị,
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Phù Lưu, Lim, Đại Thượng, and Đại Vi to explore the ritual organization and process in
honour of guardian deities in a rural context. On several occasions I interviewed the
communal house custodians and collected local documents to explore ritual organization
and process in pre-revolutionary period.
For in-depth study, my thesis focuses on two selected villages: Quan Nhân, and
Đại Vi. Each village represents a community in a cultural region. Quan Nhân used to be a
traditional village on the outskirts of Thăng Long which was once the capital of medieval
Vietnam, and officially in the urban area of Hanoi until recently. It is now one of the
residential areas of Nhân Chính ward. Therefore, it is no longer a village but part of an
urban ward. Đại Vi is one of the four villages in Đại Đồng commune in Bắc Ninh
province. Owing to the processes of industrialization, urbanization and the growth of a
market economy, the two villages have undergone vigorous economic, social, cultural,
and political changes. For Quan Nhân. whose agricultural production has effectively
ceased, the residents earn their living by running a small business, working in the nearby
factories and plants, or working as freelancers. For the village of Đại Vi, whose areas of
agricultural cultivation are also dwindling, the villagers’ income is no longer wholly
dependent on agricultural production. A number of the villagers have switched to working
full-time as carpenters or bricklayers. Carpentry and bricklaying are the village’s
traditional crafts, which many villagers used to do for a supplementary income to
agricultural production. Some people in the village have made their choice to work in the
industrial zones or run grocery shops. However, a greater number of the people are still
attached to agricultural production, while doing other jobs to earn extra income.
Since the 1980s, the government’s relaxed religious policies have helped to
accelerate the revival of cultural and religious practices. Religious buildings have been
restored, and a great number of these architectural works have been officially recognized
as Historical-Cultural Sites (di tích lịch sử văn hóa) which are protected by laws and
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regulations. Moreover, rituals and festivals related to popular religion have been revived
and restructured into a model which consists of both the old and the new elements. In this
context, I selected the two villages as my case-studies to explore the cult of guardian
deities. I sought to examine how modernity accommodates traditions and customs and to
identify the main causes of the resilience of the cult. I investigated the cult in
contemporary Red River delta as a model which constitutes both the modern and the
ancient and the ways in which the re-invention of the cult reflects local dynamics and
identities.
2.2

Data Source and Utilization
Data for this thesis was gathered by participating in the rituals and festive

activities at several villages and then focusing on the two selected villages. Furthermore, I
observed villagers’ daily routines, especially focusing on the villagers’ visits to the
communal houses to pray for auspiciousness when there are funerals, weddings, or other
occasions. In this thesis, I also used the statistics provided in the annual reports of the
People’s Committee and the information provided by the local officials as data to support
my arguments. However, for reasons of sensitivity, I have referred to the local officials
anonymously. The information they provided supported the point of view of the village
chiefs and the heads of Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites, referred to as SCHCS
in this thesis. All the interviews with the village heads, members of the Association of the
Elderly, local officials, including officials at provincial museums and related institutions,
were made subject to the interviewees’ consent.
In my fieldwork, which lasted initially for six months in 2012, for a preliminary
stage, I visited 12 villages, 6 in the urban region and 6 in the rural region, to have a
comprehensive understanding of the cult in contemporary Red River delta before
selecting case-studies for in-depth examination. In the urban region of the city of Hanoi, I
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visited the villages of Phùng Khoang, Triều Khúc, Cự Chính, Giáp Nhất, Hạ Yên Quyết,
and Quan Nhân. These communities, which used to be traditional villages in pre-colonial
times, belong to contemporary urban wards of the city of Hanoi. In the rural region, I
visited the villages of Đình Bảng, Đồng Kị, Phù Lưu, Lim, Đại Thượng, and Đại Vi, of
the districts of Từ Sơn and Tiên Du. On my visits to those villages, I came to their
communal houses and met members of the village Ban di tích thôn (Sub-Committee of
Historical-Cultural Sites), members of the Đội tế (ritual team), elderly men and women,
and the villagers who came to pray to the guardian deities. In my conversations with these
people, I listened to their stories about their guardian deities, their honour to serve them,
their annual festivals and ritual organizations.
After a period of nearly three months which ran from late January to the end of
March, I decided to come back to the village of Quan Nhân in the urban district of Hanoi
city and the village of Đại Vi, in a rural commune of Bắc Ninh province. Quan Nhân,
which used to be a traditional village, is now a community divided into several quarters of
Nhân Chính ward of Thanh Xuân district. Every year this community organizes a festival
village from the tenth to the twelfth day of the Second Month of the lunar calendar; every
five years, the village shares a major mutual festival with four other fraternal villages
which vowed to adopt one another as brothers under the same roof. The five villages take
turn to host the mutual festival; the other four brother villages perform the palanquins of
their own village guardian deities in a procession to the host village. Apart from the
village festival, the communal house rituals in honour of the village guardian deities are
performed all year round on various ceremonial occasions, especially in spring and
autumn. The communal house of Quan Nhân is open every day for the local people to
come to pray whenever their families have important business or happy news.
It takes over one hour riding on a motorbike from the village of Quan Nhân to Đại
Vi. Đại Vi is also about 10 kilometres away from Luy Lâu which is considered as the
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birth place of Buddhism and Confucianism in Vietnam. The village organizes the village
festival in honour of three heroic brothers as the village guardian deities. The brothers
were three of the followers of Đinh Bộ Lĩnh (924-979), known as Đinh Tiên Hoàng, the
first emperor of the Đinh dynasty who founded the Vietnamese State of Đại Cồ Việt (the
Great Viet). Đại Vi is a big village consisting of five hamlets which are located on Road
176. The communal house of Đại Vi was recognized as a cultural and historical site in
1999 (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 1993). The official recognition of
the communal house favoured the revival of the rituals and the restructuring of the ritual
organization of the village.
As the annual festivals of the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi partially overlap
with each other, in my 2012 fieldwork, I could not attend the whole process of the annual
festivals of the two villages. I first came to the village of Đại Vi in the morning on the
second of March (the tenth of the Second Month in the lunar calendar) and I observed the
village’s tế-ritual inside the communal house and recreational activities, such as quan họ
songs performed by the local quan họ singing team on the village’s pond on the right side
of the communal house. Most of the festival events such as wrestling, dragon dancing,
and rooster fighting were organized on the yard in front of the communal house. When I
came to Quan Nhân on the third of March (the eleventh of the Second Month of the lunar
calendar), the village’s festival was in progress. I observed the deity procession from the
Hội Xuân (Spring Festival) shrine back to the communal house and recreational activities,
especially the cờ người games (human chess) which were organized on the platform in
the middle of the village’s drained pond in front of the communal house.
After the two villages’ annual festivals were over, I visited the communal houses
of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi in one week at Quan Nhân and the other at Đại Vi. My
fieldwork for in-depth studies at these two villages ran from March to the end of June. In
this thesis, I have also used videos and documents provided by the Festival Committees of
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the two villages and stories from my key informants as sources of data. To get more data
for my thesis, I came back to the two villages for my second four-month fieldwork which
was in early 2015 as the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi were in the process of
organizing the 2015 festivals.
On my visits to the village of Quan Nhân, I met and interviewed Mr Ngô Văn
Thân about his position and responsibilities for the rituals at the communal house and for
settling the community’s affairs. Mr Ngô Văn Thân, who is 89 years old, is one of the
oldest people in the village. He is the head of the village’s SCHCS and Association of the
Elderly and he has been in this position since 1982. I also interviewed other members of
the village’s SCHCS and Association of the Elderly and several villagers about their
feelings of their deities, their rituals, and festivals.

Members of the village’s Sub-

Committee of Historical and Cultural Sites meet every Thursday morning to discuss the
village’s affairs. With the permission granted by the head of the SCHCS, I attended their
weekly meetings and took notes. Moreover, I visited the village’s communal house
whenever a key ritual, especially those during the village festival, was performed to
observe the ritual process and other activities at the house.
Apart from the informants mentioned above, I owe the custodians of the
communal house of the village of Quan Nhân for their valuable information for my thesis.
According to Quan Nhân’s village conventions, the responsibilities of communal house
custodian are to guard the house all day and night, prepare the offerings and perform the
monthly rituals in honour of the guardian deity. He is the only man who can access the
sanctuary where the tablets of the guardian deity are placed. He is eligible for a petty
income from the fruits and vegetables he grows in the gardens in the precinct, and a small
share of the offerings after they have been presented to the guardian deities by the local
people who come to pray. During my fieldwork at Quan Nhân, I met two custodians of
the communal house, Mr Nguyễn Đình Hồng and Mr Nguyễn Văn Ðảng. Mr Nguyễn
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Ðình Hồng held the position of custodian until his passing in 2013. Mr Nguyễn Văn
Ðảng, Nguyễn Ðình Hồng's successor, has been in that position since then. He used to be
a member of the Board of Moral Merit.
To collect data for my thesis at the village of Đại Vi, in 2012, I met Mr Nguyễn Đình
Quang who was in the second year of his two-and-a-half-year term as the village chief. He
talked about the transformation of the village over the past few years, especially about the
effect of industrialization and modernization spreading to this region. When I came back to
the village in early 2015, his term was up. To update the data for my thesis, I met and
interviewed Mr Đào Đức Kiên, the new chief of the village. Moreover, I met and interviewed
Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang, the communal house custodian, and members of the village’s Ban
Khánh Tiết (ritual board). Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang is one of the elderly men in the village who
has had long experience in the service in honour of the deities at the communal house. The
data in my thesis is also based on the information provided the officials of the People’s
Committee, the heads of the five hamlets of Đại Vi, and the villagers. The Ritual Board of the
village of Đại Vi consists of three teams, one at the shrine of the Nối hamlet, one at the
communal house, and one at the shrine of the Gạ hamlet. Each of the teams is responsible for
performing rituals at the building where it is allocated. Meetings are occasionally held at the
communal house to settle the village’s affairs. When a meeting is held, it is organized on the
first day of a month. The communal house is not always open except on ceremonial occasions
or when required by a villager who comes to the communal house, for example, to present an
offering and make prayers to the deities when his or her family is having an important event
such as building a new house, or organizing a wedding or a funeral.
For this thesis, I have also used village hagiologies, certificates of appointment issued by
kings of different feudal dynasties, village conventions, and reports as sources of data. A great
deal of the archives were written in classical Chinese characters known as chữ Hán, referred to as
Hán or in chữ Nôm, referred to as Nôm, a script derived from Chinese ideographs which was
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developed and used from the thirteenth century onward in dynastic Vietnam (McLeod and
Nguyen Thi Dieu 2001:9). Fortunately, a great number of the archives have been translated into
modern Vietnamese and filed at the Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies (Viện Nghiên cứu Hán Nôm),
the Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences (Viện Hàn lâm Khoa học Xã hội Việt Nam), the
National Library of Vietnam (Thư viện Quốc gia Việt Nam), and provincial museums. For some
of the original versions of the documents, I had to have one of my colleagues translate the
documents into modern Vietnamese. Originally, the history of a deity at the first time was passed
on from generation to generation by means of oral tales. As soon as writing with Chinese
characters became available, legends about village deities were recorded in writing. Most of the
hagiologies were written in Chinese characters. It was not until the Lê Trung Hưng era (15331787), that a small number of the hagiologies were written in Nôm. The Le dynasty also
witnessed the popularity of the cult of village guardian deities when a large-scale programme to
write or edit history records for village deities was launched in the imperial year of the first Hồng
Phúc (1572), and then later in the year of the first Vĩnh Hựu (1736). The hagiologies of both the
village of Đại Vi and Quan Nhân were first written by high-ranking mandarin named Nguyễn
Bính. The classification of deities and the issuing of hagiologies based on reports from local
communities were sustained until the last dynastic regime, the Nguyễn.
In summary, although the idea of “re-invention tradition” proposes a contradiction
in terms, it is applicable in this thesis as the recent revival of the cult of village guardian
deities involves both traditional and modern values and models at once. In other words,
this thesis argues that the ritual process and organization of the cult of village guardian
deities in contemporary Red River delta, notably at the two villages of Quan Nhân and
Đại Vi, are representations of both the past and present. In the following chapter I will
explore the ritual process and organization of the cult in pre-1945 to create a historical
context for other chapters.
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CHAPTER 3
THE HISTORY

This chapter investigates the ritual process and organization of the cult of village
guardian deities in the pre-1945 period and before Đổi Mới (1986) in order to provide a
historical context for further chapters. Firstly, this chapter traces the coining of the
concept Thành hoàng (guardian deities), a Sino-Vietnamese (Hán-Việt) term, which
originated from the cult of town gods in ancient China. It then attempts to identify Thành
hoàng among the multitudinous spirits worshipped in the Red River delta in dynastic
periods and what kind of spirits were identified as Thành hoàng, although spirits, in
general, were venerated for their protection and auspiciousness. Secondly, this chapter
seeks to answer the questions of: when did the cult of Thành hoàng appeared in the Red
River delta? In what kind of building were Thành hoàng venerated? What rituals in
honour of them were performed? What was the organizational structure of this cult? And
finally, how did it become widespread among villages and significant in the life of the
people this region?
3.1

The Monarchies and the Sacred Officials
The concept of Thành hoàng
Today when a visitor comes to the communal house of a village in the Red River

delta in northern Vietnam, it is expected that they will, with respect and honour, address
the deities as Đức Thành hoàng (yours lord guardian deities), or Thành hoàng (guardian
deities), or simply Đại Vương (Lord). Thành hoàng is a literal translation referring to a
cult that the Vietnamese dynastic court borrowed from the cult of Chinese town gods.
Thành hoàng is a Sino-Vietnamese compound word which consists of two single words:
thành which means a citadel or castle and hoàng, which means a moat system around a
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citadel or a castle to protect it from intrusion from outside. The term therefore evokes this
protective role in referring to guardian deities. In ancient China, the beginning of the cult
of worshipping town gods to protect towns and cities was recorded in about 555 AD,
became widespread during the Chinese Tang dynasty (618-907) and gained its peak of
development during the Great Minh dynasty (1368-1644) (Đinh Khắc Thuân 2014:116).
However, since the introduction of Thành hoàng into Vietnam, it changed through a
process of acculturation to become the worship of deities to protect villages and hamlets
rather than cities, towns, and castles like the original cult in China. Since then, Thành
hoàng has been used to refer to the cult of village guardian deities. The cult of village
guardian deities has, to a great extent, been associated with the establishment and
development of village communal houses.
The title of Thành hoàng is found in the decrees of appointment conferred by
different dynastic Vietnamese courts to the guardian deities of a town, a castle, or a
village. In these dynastic documents, other titles which refer to village guardian deities
are found such as Đương cảnh Thành hoàng, or Bản thổ Thành hoàng. Of these phrases,
both Bản cảnh and Bản thổ in Sino-Vietnamese mean “local”. Therefore, the titles of
Thành hoàng, Bản cảnh Thành hoàng, and Bản thổ Thành hoàng were used in dynastic
Vietnam to refer to the guardian deities of a particular locality (Nguyễn Duy Hinh
1996:312-313). According to Mr Nguyễn Minh Thảo, my informant at the village of Hạ
Yên Quyết, the village venerates five guardian deities who were granted the title of Bản
thổ Thành hoàng. Of the five guardian deities, four guardian deities are the spirits of the
Mountain (Cao Sơn Đại Vương), Hell (Diêm La Anh Đại Vương), the Land (Hoàng Cung
Phu Nhân), and of the Tree (Mộc Đức Đại Vương) (Nguyễn Minh Thảo, interview, 20
April 2012). (The historical identity of the fifth deity has not been definitively
determined.) The hagiology of the village of Giáp Nhất, a neighbouring village to Quan
Nhân, in Nhân Chính ward, reports that the village venerates a deity who was granted a
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title of Đương cảnh Thành hoàng (Viện Thông Tin Khoa Học Xã Hội 1995b:4).
According to the 1924-Nguyễn Dynasty’s decrees of appointment (Figure 1), the village
of Đình Bảng3 venerates three Bản thổ Thành hoàng. The three guardian deities were
spirits of the Mountain (Cao Sơn Đại Vương), the Land (Bạch Lệ Đại Vương), and of the
Water (Thủy Bá Đại Vương).

Figure 1: Nguyễn dynastic decree of appointment granted to Thủy Bá Đại Vương, issued in
1924
Source: The Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites of Đình Bảng’s communal house

The number of guardian deities that a village venerates varies from place to place.
One village worships only one deity as its guardian; other villages worship three, four, or
even more than four deities. But however many guardian deities a village worships, only
one guardian deity takes the position of the principal deity that dominates over the others.
The village of Triều Khúc venerates a national hero, Phùng Hưng, who was a military
leader of the rebellion against the Chinese Tang’s domination in the eighth century, as
their guardian deity. According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Phụng, the custodian of the communal
house of Triều Khúc, the village also venerates an eighteenth-century figure named Vũ
Đức Uy who was the founder of the village’s craft of silk weaving (Nguyễn Gia Phụng,
interview 22 April 2012). Each of the deities has their own personal history record which
reflects the historical conditions of the village venerating him or her. Even when several
3

Now Đình Bảng ward of Từ Sơn town in Bắc Ninh province.
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villages venerate the same deity/deities, his or her personal history record is not identical.
For example, the guardian deity titled Tản Viên4, is worshipped at the communal houses
of a number of villages in Hà Tây province5, but history about his life varies from village
to village: in Dô village, he is venerated because he taught the villagers to cultivate rice
and play traditional music; in Sơn Đông village, he was venerated because he taught the
villagers handicrafts such as making sickles and farming tools and weaving baskets and
containers from bamboo and rattan (Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý 2005:502,508).
The village of Phùng Khoang venerates a spirit of the sea addressed as Đông Hải
Đại Vương (Lord of the East Sea). This guardian deity also has a personal history of a
thirteenth-century figure named Đoàn Thượng who was a high-ranking military leader of
the Lý dynasty. The village of Phù Lưu6 venerates three guardian deities, one spirit of the
Rain and two figures called Trương Hống and Trương Hát who were reported to be the
followers of the sixth-century general of the Vietnamese Vạn Xuân state, Triệu Quang
Phục.
Village guardian deities have diverse origins and qualities. The diversity of village
guardian deities can be demonstrated by an old saying which states “Đất có Thổ công,
sông có Hà bá” (Any sphere of land is ruled by a god of land, any sphere of water is ruled
by a god of water). Firstly, guardian deities might originate from the spirits of a particular
natural phenomenon such as the Rain, the River, the Thunder and so on, a geographical
body such as the Mountain, the Forest, the Sea and so on, or an animal such as the Snake,
the Tiger and so on. Secondly, guardian deities might be heroic figures or exemplars of
merit, loyalty, and morality, such as military leaders, craft founders, new village founders,

4

Tản Viên, also known as Sơn Tinh (God of Mountain), is one of the Four Immortals in traditional
Vietnamese mythology. He rules the Ba Vì mountain range and is told about in the tales Sơn tinh - Thủy
tinh (The God of Mountain and the God of Water). He was appointed Upper Deity in imperial decrees by
many emperors of different feudal governments in Medieval Vietnam until the Nguyễn Dynasty. He has
also been venerated by a number of villages as a guardian deity.
5
Hà Tây used to be one of the provinces in Vietnam. It was merged into Hanoi in October 2008.
6
Now belongs to Phù Lưu ward of Từ Sơn town in Bắc Ninh province.
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or loyal mandarins who were appointed by dynastic courts after their death. Dynastic
courts, in their decrees of appointment, appointed village deities as guardian deities in
three levels: thượng đẳng (superior), trung đẳng (intermediate), and hạ đẳng (inferior).
Firstly, the rank of superior guardian deities was granted to the deities of sublime natural
phenomena or geographical bodies such as the god of the Sơn Tinh Tản Viên (spirit of the
Tản mountain), Đông Hải Đại Vương (Lord of the East Sea). This rank was, particularly,
granted to heroic figures such as Hai Bà Trưng (the two Trưng sisters)7, Lý Thương Kiệt8,
or Trần Hưng Đạo9 and many others, who had made meritorious contributions to the
nation. According to the hagiology of the village of Phùng Khoang (Viện Thông Tin
Khoa Học Xă Hội 1995a), the village venerates Đông Hải Đại Vương Đoàn Thượng
(Lord of the East Sea) who was appointed superior guardian deity with nine imperial
decrees of appointment granted by different dynastic courts dated as early as in 1783
(Cảnh Hưng imperial era, year 44) and as late as in 1924 (Khải Định imperial era, year 9).
The guardian deities of the villages of Triều Khúc, Giáp Nhất, Cựu Chính, Đình Bảng,
Phù Lưu, Đại Thượng were also appointed with the ranking of superior guardian deities.
Secondly, the rank of intermediate was often granted to responsive village spirits,
spirits of auspiciousness, or to persons who were loyal dynastic mandarins, craft founders,
village founders, herbal practitioners, or individuals who were exemplars of loyalty and
morality. Thirdly, the rank of inferior was granted to the deities who had been worshipped
by villages long before. Normally, the central dynastic courts appointed these deities as
village guardian deities according to the applications and reports of local communities
(Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996; Ngô Đức Thịnh 2012). In fact, according to Nguyễn Duy Hinh
(1996:93), many villages worshipped spirits, such as spirits of a beggar, of a baby, of a
7

Hai Bà Trưng, the two Trưng sisters (AD 12-43), were military leaders who led the Vietnamese rebellion
against the Chinese Han’s occupation in AD 40. They are regarded as national heroines of Vietnam and are
worshipped in many localities.
8
Lý Thường Kiệt (1019-1105), a military leader during the Lý Dynasty in Vietnam. He is known as one of
the fourteen national heroes in Vietnamese history.
9
Trần Hưng Đạo (?-1300), real name Trần Quốc Tuấn, a politician and military leader during the Trần
dynasty in Vietnamese history.
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manure collector, and so on, without dynastic appointment. The dynastic courts refused to
appoint these spirits. However, they were still worshipped by a number of villages
because they were believed to be hallowed and responsive or were related to agricultural
fertility.
From village spirits into guardian deities
The introduction of the Chinese town gods into dynastic Vietnam was reported as
early as in 823 when Lý Nguyên Gia, the Chinese Governor, who ruled Annam District10,
in ancient Vietnam, constructed his headquarters by a small river in Long Biên (the
location of the present-day Hanoi), and appointed the river god as guardian deity for the
local Đại La citadel. Later, in 896, Cao Pian, Lý Nguyên Gia’s successor, renovated the
Đại La citadel and once again appointed the spirit of Tô Lịch River as guardian deity.
This process of sinicization and acculturation of the Chinese town gods into guardian
deities was reported in a number of dynastic spiritual and historical texts such as the
thirteenth-century Việt Điện U Linh Tập (Accounts of the Spirits of Viet Kingdom) (Lý
Tế Xuyên 2012:70-71), the fourteenth-century Lĩnh Nam Chích Quái (Legends of the
Southern Realm) (Trần Thế Pháp 2011:90-92), and, especially, in Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn
Thư (The Complete Annals of the Great Viet), the official fifteenth-century historical text
of the Lê Dynasty (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:114). In 1010, the spirit of the Tô Lịch River was
appointed as guardian deity of Thăng Long by Lý Công Uẩn, the founder of the later Lý
Dynasty (1009-1225), who ruled the Vietnamese state of Đại Việt (the Great Viet) from
1009 to 1028 when he decided to move to Thăng Long and established it as the capital
city. During the Chinese Ming’s rule (1414-1427), Chinese governors had a great number
of shrines built according to the Chinese Ming’s models in Thăng Long as well as in
many Vietnamese districts and prefectures to venerate guardian deities (Đinh Khắc Thuân
2014:117).
10

Headquarters in modern Hanoi.
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Successive independent Vietnamese dynasties such as Trần (1225-1400),
especially during the later Lê Dynasty (1533-1789), continued the appointment of deities.
In 1572, the imperial year of Hồng Phúc under the rule of emperor Lê Anh Tông (15561573), Nguyễn Bính, Grand Secretary of Culture and Education11 (Đông các đại học sỹ),
edited and compiled the hagiologies of village and commune deities which were sent to
the Ministry of Rites by local people. During this time, Vietnam was divided in two parts
under the rule of the Mạc family in the north and the Lê Dynasty from Thanh Hóa
province southwards. Then nearly two hundred years later, in 1737, the imperial year of
Vĩnh Hựu Three under the rule of emperor Lê Ý Tông (1735-1740), an officer of the
Office of Deification and Verification (Quản giáp bách thần Tri điện Hùng thiếu khanh) 12,
continued the work of editing and compiling the villages’ hagiologies. These were the
most important dates in marking the popularization of the worship of guardian deities.
The Hagiology of Đồng Đông village13 which was written by Nguyễn Bính in 1572, for
example, writes
The people on Cự Đồng farm of Đông (East) plantation honestly
reported about the personal history record of our four village deities to
submit to the court for approval (Hà Bắc Museum: 4).
As noted, a great number of the deities were historical figures, mandarins or
warriors who had made a great contribution or died for the sake of the nation and the
people. In this light, it suited the central court to co-opt the worship of deities to
consolidate the rule of the emperors. By legitimizing the worship of deities in general and
guardian deities in particular, the power of the monarch, to some extent, was reinforced

11

During the latter Lê dynasty (1533-1788) and then the Nguyễn dynasty (1802-1945), the four Grand
Secretariats (Đại học sỹ) were the highest level of the feudal administrative hierarchy with office-bearers
directly appointed by the monarchs. These four officials were assigned to provide assistance to the
monarchs and the court in agricultural, educational, cultural, and military affairs.
12
For more information about the Vietnamese dynastic examination and degree system, see: Woodside, A.
(1971). Vietnam and the Chinese Model: A Comparative Study of Vietnamese and Chinese Government in
the First Half of the Nineteenth Century, Harvard University Asia Centre.
13
Now of Đại Đồng Thành commune, Thuận Thành district, Bắc Ninh province.
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based on the Chinese socio-political theories of Confucianism and Taoism, in which the
emperor was considered the Son of Heaven (Thiên tử) and the recipient of a Heavenly
Mandate (Thiên mệnh) (McLeod 1991:2; Cadière 1992:49). Gradually, independent
Vietnamese dynasties took up the custom of deification and building shrines to venerate
different deities. The deities were offered recognition by the court and bestowed higher
titles or complimentary words (mỹ tự) by monarchs of succeeding dynasties in
recognition of the support of the deities (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:364). Step by step, the
worship of guardian deities penetrated into the lives, the sentiments, and the language of
Vietnamese people.
However, none of the literary accounts state the exact time when the cult of
guardian deities started pullulating in village communities. According to Đại Việt sử ký
toàn thư, the cult might have come into shape in the twelfth century (Ngô Sĩ Liên
2011:251). However, Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1996:59), by comparing the dates of
appointment of different village guardian deities from the imperial decrees and
hagiologies, claims that the worship of village guardian deities had existed before the
Early Lý dynasty (544 AD - 602 AD). Nguyễn Duy Hinh found out that according to
archives of the hagiologies coded AE at the Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies, out of 382
village guardian deities worshipped by 263 communes and villages, 138 guardian deities
had a strong connection with the age of Hùng kings14 in ancient Vietnam. The hagiology
of Quan Nhân village, for instance, writes about the village guardian deity who was a far
descendant of the Hùng kings. In addition, according to the hagiology of the village of Đại
Vi, the village venerates three historical figures who were recognized as intermediate
deities of auspiciousness (trung đẳng phúc thần) by the Đinh dynasty (968 AD - 980 AD)
and later as local guardian deities of auspiciousness (đương cảnh thành hoàng linh phù chi
thần) by emperor Lê Đại Hành (980 AD - 1005 AD) of the Lê dynasty. However, it might
14

The rulers of a legendary Vietnamese ancient state of Văn Lang which was reckoned to be established in
about 2524 and came to an end in 258 BC.
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have been because of the process of personalization of the deities worshipped, that the
author or the villagers who drafted the personal history record of the deity/deities wished
to associate the history of their own village with the history of the nation through the
figure they venerated and the Ministry of Rites just approved the record without editing it
(Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:58). Perhaps, the villagers or the author who was responsible for
writing the report to submit to the central court might have collected data for their writings
from oral accounts or legends about the deities or historical figures of their own village.
Besides the diffusion of the veneration of guardian deities or the independent
adoption of the deities by local people among villages in northern Vietnam (Nguyễn Duy
Hinh 1996:383), the appointment of guardian deities by the central court was a another
factor which accounted for the fact that a number of villages, which were geographically
far away from each other or had no historic connection, worshipped the same guardian
deity (or deities). From the archives in the collection of hagiologies coded AE, the
guardian deity Đông hải Đoàn đại vương (Lord Đoàn of the East Sea), for example, is
venerated by twenty communes or villages of the provinces of Bắc Ninh, Hà Đông15,
Hưng Yên, and Hà Nam. The central court would periodically consider the grant of titles
to deities and the refurbishment of shrines in different local regions. Almost all places of
worship such as communal houses, shrines, or temples have a book about the history of
the deities venerated, with certain detailed procedures of rituals and sacrifice known in
Sino-Vietnamese as thần phả, or ngọc phả (a hagiology) which were originally written in
classical Chinese characters or Nôm, a Vietnamese script based on modified Chinese
characters. Regarding the dates written in village hagiologies, there were three major
periods when the compilation and editing were done. Of the various archives, the imperial
decrees of appointment (sắc phong) and hagiologies (thần tích), filed at the Institute of
Hán-Nôm Studies (Viện Nghiên cứu Hán Nôm) and at village communal houses, have

15

Now Hanoi
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provided proof that during the late sixteenth century there was a historically high number
of recognitions done by the central court of the veneration of deities and village guardian
deities. A smaller number of village hagiologies were edited and compiled during the rule
of Emperor Tự Đức of the Nguyễn dynasty from 1848 to 1882. And in 1938, the
thirteenth imperial year of Bảo Đại, the Nguyễn dynasty conducted a large-scale survey
all over the country on the veneration of village guardian deities to grant titles to the
guardian deities and edit their personal histories based on the report submitted by local
authorities (Viện Thông Tin Khoa Học Xã Hội 1995a:2; Viện Thông Tin Khoa Học Xã
Hội 1995b:2). The village hagiologies which have survived until now thus contain
different layers of culture, which denote multi-faceted information contained in the
various editions and compilations.
In summary, the veneration of village spirits had been performed long before the
feudal authorities restructured this practice, by applying the Chinese town god model, into
a new model known as the cult of guardian deities. Vietnamese dynastic courts in turn coopted and legitimized this practice as an official cult through the act of appointment of
village deities as guardians with the title of Đô Thành hoàng in the Capital City, thành
hoàng, Bản cảnh Thành hoàng, or Bản thổ thành hoàng in rural regions (Nguyễn Duy
Hinh 1996:61). However, not all village spirits were appointed as thành hoàng (Nguyễn
Duy Hinh 2004:62). The dynastic courts only selected those who suited their political ends
or who helped to consolidate community spirit, morality, and identity. By appointing
village guardian deities, the central government recognized those deities as spiritual
dynastic officials at the grass-roots administrative level (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:98).
Therefore, the cult helped to unite villages which had been not only socio-politically but
also religiously autonomous into national unity under the central court.
The cult of village guardian deities mushroomed as soon as medieval Vietnamese
feudal governments acknowledged the contributions of their loyal mandarins,
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commanders, and warriors by setting up shrines and temples and permitting nearby
villages or communes to honour them for their sacrifice for the sake of the nation and the
people. The cult then quickly spread from one village to another, and as a result, nearly
every village sought to have their own figures as village guardian deities. For example, as
Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1996:39) states, if, within a village, the villagers could not find their
own heroes from among the people who had been born there, they would invite the
guardian deities from their neighbouring villages or ask the central government to allocate
one to them. Regardless of the origin of the deities, each village guardian deity had a
personal history record and imperial decrees were approved and issued by emperors of
different feudal dynasties in pre-revolutionary Vietnam.
3.2

Village Ritual Organization and Space Pre-1945
The pre-1945 ritual space at the communal house was male-based and

hierarchical. Normally, the space was divided into three sections associated with the bays
of the communal house: the left, the right, and the central. The central bay used to be
reserved for the first rank: members of the Council of the Notables, dynastic mandarins,
Confucian scholars, and so on. The bays on the left and the right were reserved for other
ranks. In some villages, women were only allowed to sit on the left bay (as you enter the
house). According to Mr. Nguyễn Gia Phụng, the custodian at the communal house of the
village of Triều Khúc, traditionally whenever a village meeting or a ceremonial occasion
was held at the communal house, the village female elderly sat on the mats placed on the
left bay and the male elderly sat on the right bay; the village has upheld this tradition until
the present day (Nguyễn Gia Phụng, interview, 22 April 2012). Moreover, I saw that this
tradition was practiced at the communal house of the village Đại Vi. When I attended the
ceremonies to honour the elderly people aged 70 and over and the tế rituals during the
festival of the village of Quan Nhân in 2012 and 2015, I found that the seating placement
was opposite to the above two villages. On my visit back to Quan Nhân in 2015, I met
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and asked Mr. Nguyễn Đình Đảng, the new communal house custodian, Mr. Nguyễn
Đình Hồng’s successor, (interview, 04 March 2015) about this sort of seating, he said
“there are no village regulations on where to seat when a villager comes and attend a
ceremonial occasion at our communal house”. Probably, in pre-revolutionary period, this
sort of seating at communal houses was regulated by village conventions and, as a result,
at present the villagers at these villages are still practicing it as a habit.
The seating at the communal house varied according to whether a village
respected age (trọng xỉ) or title (trọng tước). Of the villages which respected titles, some
respected educational titles (trọng khoa) and others respected functions (trọng hoạn)
(Trần Từ 1984; McLeod and Nguyen Thi Dieu 2001; Vũ Ngọc Khánh 2004; Ngọc Hà
2011). In the first kind, anyone who had the highest educational title would have the
priority to sit at the first seating in the communal house, whereas in the second kind,
anyone who held the highest position in the dynastic administration would sit at the first
mat (Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự 1998:60-61). According to article 8, custom
section, of the convention of the village of Hạ Yên Quyết16, written in 1917, the village
officials and notables who had passed the ceremonial vọng17 held the first seating in the
middle of the communal house; the heads of giáp (fraternal associations) and heads of
lineages held the second seating in middle; the elderly (male and female) aged 80 and
over held the first seating on the left bay, then the second for the elderly aged from 60 to
70, the third for the elderly in the first ten years after turning 50 and the fourth for the
head of the village security team; on the right bay, the first seating was for the canton
chief, the second for the village chief, the third for members of the Literati, the fourth for
students and the last for the village security men (Ban di tích làng Hạ Yên Quyết:13). The
16

A handwritten version of the convention of the village of Hạ Yên Quyết was provided by Mr Nguyễn
Minh Thảo who used to hold the position of head of the the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites of
the village of Hạ Yên Quyết (Ban di tích làng Hạ Yên Quyết).
17
At the village of Hạ Yên Quyết, any amn who reached the aged of 50, or was appointed to be a dynastic
mandarin, or who wanted to be a member of the Literati would have to organize a banquet at the communal
house to treat the village elites and pay a certain amount of money to the common fund. They would have
the right to sit on the first row of mats at the communal house at any ceremonial occasions and be respected.
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Literati was an association of the prerevolutionary era including all educated men, retired
or not. That was an elite association whose main devotion was to the worship of
Confucius (Luong Hy V. 2010: 235).
Regardless of individual age, title, lineage or position in the village hierarchy,
every male in many villages belonged to a particular association which was primarily
based on age, kinship relationship, and residence, called giáp, a fraternal association
(Toan Ánh 2005a:121). However, not every village in northern Vietnam had the giáp
associations. Bùi Xuân Đính (2004:17-21) reports the two cases with no giáp associations
among northern villages, the Kim Sơn18 and the Viêm Xá19. In these two villages, every
man was organized into age-based groups that functioned, to some extent, like giáp
associations. There has been no scholarly consensus on exactly when these associations
were first established and how they evolved within the social institutions of villages, in
current Vietnamese scholarship. The giáp associations were reported to have originated
from the Chinese Tang’s administrative units which were introduced into Vietnamese
dynastic administrations from about the seventh to the tenth century (Trần Từ 1984:270271). However, Toan Ánh (2005a:122) argues that the giáp of Vietnamese villages were
different from the Chinese counterparts which functioned as administrative units in the
dynastic administration. The giáp in Vietnam were associations established to provide
support and help for each of their members. The membership of this kind of association
was male and age-based.
The term “giáp”, according to The Complete Annals of the Great Viet (Đại Việt sử
ký toàn thư), was first used in 1022 when the Lý dynasty reorganized the army into
squads called giáp. Each giáp had 15 soldiers and was led by a quản giáp (squad leader)
(Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:167). In about 1042, the emperor issued an order that the leader of a
18

Kim Sơn village (commonly known as Then village) is one of the four villages that constitute the present
Kim Sơn commune of Gia Lâm district of the Hanoi city.
19
Viêm Xá village (commonly known as Diềm village) is located in the Yên Phong district of Bắc Ninh
province.
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local squad, apart from his duty on military conscription, had to cooperate with other
village functionaries to collect taxes (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:185). Since then, the model of a
military squad was introduced into the communal administration to become a new model
known as a fraternal association whose main role was to help to clear the delays in tax
collection at villages.
Normally, in pre-revolutionary Vietnam, a northern village was comprised of four
fraternal associations representing the four directions of Đông (East), Tây (West), Bắc
(North), and Nam (South) (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:402). According to Mr Đào Hữu Nghị
(interview, 24 April 2012) the custodian of the communal house of the village of Đại
Thượng20, the village of Đại Thượng of Đại Đồng commune, Tiên Du district, Bắc Ninh
province, for example, used to have four giáp namely on exactly those lines. Each giáp
was constituted from three or four lineages depending on the number of the male
members of the component lineages (Đào Hữu Nghị, interview, 24 April 2012). The
village of Đại Vi, a neighbouring village of Đại Thượng, used to have five giáp. Each
giáp was constituted from lineages of a hamlet (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May
2012). The Đông Ngạc commune in Hanoi used to have eight fraternal associations. The
establishment and division of fraternal associations were articulated in the village
convention and any changes of fraternal associations had to be approved by the
communal administration. Each fraternal association had a head called giáp trưởng or
trùm trưởng (chieftain). The chieftain might be selected from the chiefs of the lineages
within the fraternal association or nominated among the members of the association (Lê
Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý 2005:605). On a ceremonial occasion, it was the chieftain’s
responsibility to mobilize the participation of his entire fraternal association in supplying
finance and labour for the village rituals, when a feast was organized. He was also entitled
to enjoy certain privileges such as to be served one tray of good food and rice liquor on a
20

The village of Đại Thượng of Đại Đồng commune of the Tiên Du district in Bắc Ninh province.
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separate table and he had the right to bring home all the food which was left on his tray.
In many villages, this sort of privilege reserved for the chieftains of fraternal associations
had been retained for many years. The rank order of a fraternal association was based on
age and the order in which members’ names were registered (Endres 2001:73).
Traditionally, the age orders in a fraternal association were comprised of three groups: ti
ấu (children), from the newly-born to 18; đinh or tráng (adults), from 18 to 59; and lão
hạng (elderly), from 60 and over (Trần Từ 1984:50). In principle, a male child would be
registered from the time he was born and he would become an official member at the age
of eighteen. From then on, he had full duties with his own fraternal association such as
participating in its activities, contributing labour and finance, and voting or running for
election for the position of the chieftain. However, in fact, to be registered, the male
child’s family needed to organize a ceremonial banquet (lễ vọng giáp) to treat other
members (Bùi Xuân Đính 2004:19). Apart from ascending through different age ranks,
any member of a fraternal association could obtain respect and higher rank orders by
“buying” nhiêu or lềnh. Nhiêu and lềnh were honorary titles granted by local authorities.
They were put on sale by the council of notables whenever a village had a major
ceremonial occasion, or when there was a need to extend the village’s budget for the
restoration of the communal house or any of the village’s cultural-religious buildings, or
for a temporary public service.
In general, the social stratification in traditional villages in dynastic and colonial
Vietnam was rather complicated and ambiguous. Village institutions were very much
multi-functional and intertwined with one another in the village cultural, social, political,
educational, religious and spiritual arenas. Fraternal associations, for example, focused
primarily on ritual activities, particularly on organizing funerals for deceased members
and ceremonial feasts (Endres 2001:73). However, to answer the question why fraternal
associations had been established in traditional villages and survived for such a long time
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through dynastic and colonial eras of Vietnam, most of the current scholarship agrees that
fraternal associations made great contributions to the central court’s attempts to control
the administration at village level. In a study on the organizational structure of Viet
traditional villages in Tonkin, Trần Từ (1984:62) argues that fraternal associations were
used as a tool which dynastic administrations could use, figuratively speaking, to bore
through the thick walls of a cell (traditional village) to establish its governance on
individual villagers. Trần Từ (1984:120) also states that fraternal associations acted as
intermediaries between the local authorities and the villagers in first, collecting taxation
and mobilizing conscripted labour and military service and, second, in regulating the
distribution of communal land and communal hall rituals to venerate village guardian
deities.
Although rituals at communal houses are male-based practice, in villages where a
female figure was venerated, female ritual chiefs and ritual women were selected to take
part in the rituals. In addition, most of the ritual participants would be selected from
among the female villagers. For example, the village of Quan Nhân, bà Tiên chỉ (Mrs
First Notable) was selected to manage the rituals in honour of the village’s goddess. The
village’s tradition has been in practice up to present time. Several bồi tế (ritual assistants)
were chosen to assist the ritual chief in any tế ritual. All members of the ritual team,
including the ritual chief and his assistants, had not to be in mourning and were required
to be well-behaved, honorable men. Usually three days before any ceremonial occasion,
they had to be purified by a period of abstinence. In some villages, the ritual chief was
addressed variously such as cai đám, or chủ tế, or tiên chỉ. The villages of Phùng Khoang,
Triều Khúc, Giáp Nhất, Phù Lưu, and Đại Thượng selected a cai đám for their festivals.
Customarily, most of the sacrificial offerings and logistics for the tế rituals all year
round used to be the responsibilities of the fraternal association on duty. The fraternal
association on duty was allotted a plot of public land to cultivate to cover the expenses for
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the veneration of the village guardian deities. Besides the finance from the produce
harvested on the deities’ field, all members of the fraternal association which was on duty
were required to contribute (Toan Ánh 2005a:125). According to the convention of the
village of Hạ Yên Quyết, the village had eight giáp associations and they took turns to
host the village rituals in honour of the guardian deities. The fraternal association on duty
would nominate one member for the position of the master of rituals who, aged from forty
to forty-four, was not in their mourning period and was of exemplary behaviour. The
master of rituals would also take the position of ritual chief and was allotted one mẫu21 of
good public land to cultivate to cover the expenses.
Normally, there were several fraternal associations in a village and they took turn
to work on the ruộng thần (deity’s land). The profit from the deity’s land would be used
for rituals in honour of the guardian deities (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:402). Although
multi-ownership of land was in practice, a number of peasants were without land and had
to hire the land from the land-owners in the village. Secondly, as a member of a fraternal
association, a male villager would be eligible to participate in the village’s affairs, rituals,
and feasting. Thirdly, as a member of a fraternal association, a villager was eligible to
“buy” the titles to vote for or run elections for membership of the Council of Notables or
of the village functionaries, particularly the position the village chief. Therefore, as a
member of a fraternal association, an individual had opportunities to have his own voice
at the two administrative institutions at village level. During his membership, ascending
through different transitions of age and responsibilities, an individual could accumulate
both financial resources and political experience in such hierarchical communities. To a
certain extent, fraternal associations were embryonic political parties in the political arena
of a village, as the associations competed with one another to gain influence over village
activities.
21

Mẫu used to be traditional measurements in dynastic and colonial Vietnam. One mẫu equals 3,600 square
metres.
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Apart from fraternal associations, at many villages, there were other social
organizations such as phường (guilds) and hội or hụi (societies). Phường were
organizations of the villagers who produced the same kind of crafts or those who traded
the same products. There was a phường for the blacksmiths, the carpenters, the plumbers,
the silk weavers, and others. Each phường had a leader called a trùm trưởng. Members of
the same phường helped and shared their experience with one another (Toan Ánh
2005c:126). Hội were organizations of those who shared the same interests. The hội
worked as organizations within which the members could access credit and be lenders or
borrowers. According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang, in Đại Vi village, for example, there
were several societies of which the most popular were the rice societies and cash
societies. For a rice society, the members took turns occasionally to collect the rice which
was measured in a đấu or thùng, a wooden box, contributed by other members. For a cash
society, the same rule operated (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview 12 May 2012). One
member at a time, when his or her turn came, would collect the cash with an agreed
amount from other members. The principle of these societies was that the many would
contribute to help one individual in need. Such societies were very helpful and effective
in the past, particularly during the times between the two main yearly crops when hunger
and famine were always around the corner, or in case huge spending by an individual was
needed to pay for events such as weddings, funerals, buying new housing, etc. Although
those above-mentioned organizations played significant roles in the religious life of the
villagers in pre-revolutionary northern Vietnam, the responsibility for the most important
ritual of the village rituals, the tế, was exclusive to a particular team, known as the đội tế
or tế đám. Many of these roles continue to underpin the practices of the cult today.
To perform the tế ritual, a group of ritual elderly men is selected to form a ritual
team (tế đám or đội tế). The criteria for membership of this team varied depending on the
tradition of each village. However, the first priority was literacy as it was “a prerequisite
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for handling ritual instructions and composing ritual invocations to the deity” (Endres
2001:74). To lead the ritual team, a ritual chief (chủ tế) is to be chosen. Customarily, the
ritual chief had the honour for one year. He or she would resign from this position as soon
as the village annual festival ended. The ritual chief can be addressed differently
according to each village custom. For example, the ritual chiefs of the village of Quan
Nhân are addressed ông tiên chỉ (Mr First Notable), to the male, and bà tiên chỉ, to the
female. As the ritual chief represents the entire village in charge of propitiating the village
guardian deities for a year, an elaborate selection has to be made without any
shortcomings. At the village of Quan Nhân, ông Tiên chỉ and bà Tiên chỉ are nominated
from lineages at the village. At the village of Đại Vi, the chủ tế is nominated from the
village elderly. In some villages, a ritual man called the cai đám (master of rituals) is
chosen to be in charge of communal house rituals and also to take the post of ritual chief
(Ngô Văn Thân, interview 05 May 2012). In the past, however different the traditions and
customs of one village to another were, only the village elites were eligible for such
positions. Today, traditions of deference, respect for lineage and the importance of
providing funds continue to influence who administers the cult, but these traditions have
in many instances been challenged by a more proactive role for party cadres and a focus
on equal opportunity for women.
In summary, the pre-Revolutionary rituals in honour of the village guardian deities
at villages in the Red River delta involved the participation of the local officials, the
village elites and other local associations such as the fraternal associations, the Literati,
and the councils of notables. Although the ritual space at the communal house varied
from village to village, the fraternal associations played an important role in the ritual
process and organization. The rituals at the communal houses were principally financed
from the rental of public land reserved for these rituals known as ruộng thần (deities’
land) and the fees known as vọng (noble fees) which any villagers, particularly male,
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would have to pay to escalate his status in the village and to win seating at the communal
house for a ceremonial occasion. In the following section, I will explore the đình,
communal houses, and the ritual spaces at these houses in pre-1945 village space.
3.3

Spaces Where Spiritual and Administrative Power are Enacted
There exist various words and terms referring to the places of worship in popular

religions and beliefs. The varieties of the places of worship illustrate Vietnamese religious
syncretism. Of the terms in Sino-Vietnamese referring to the places of worship, the most
popular terms which need to be distinguished from the places of worship in the cult of
village guardian deities (đình or communal houses) are defined below.
Firstly, a miếu is a small and simple building, often with one main bay, for
honouring deities in general, deities of land, deceased persons from wealthy or royal
families, or persons who died of accidents in particular (Nguyễn Văn Khoan 1930:111;
Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:246, 251). A miếu is often built on a mound, on a river bank, at the
entrance of a village, or in a place of tranquillity far from the noise and annoyance of
daily life. In a miếu, there is an altar and a statue of the deity venerated. In fact, most
villages have both a miếu and a đình to honour village guardian deities. Miếu is a place
where the symbolic statue of a village guardian deity dwells, whereas a đình is a place
where major rituals are performed to honour the deity, especially those during the
village’s festival (Phan Kế Bính 2006:71).
Secondly, a văn miếu, or temple of culture, is a building to honour Confucius and
philosophers of Confucianism. In Vietnam, the first temple of Confucius was built in
1070 during the Lý Dynasty. The temple also served as a university for princes of royal
families to attend (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:197). Temples of Confucius were built not only in
the capital city Thăng Long, but also in some provinces and even at some villages. A
temple of literature (a place where Confucius is worshipped and degree holders are
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honoured) at a village is often known as a văn chỉ. Later, in about 1442, stone tablets with
inscriptions of the names of the persons who had passed examinations and obtained a
doctorate in Confucian philosophy were set up at the temples of Confucius in order to
honour them (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:577). Some temples of Confucius, such as the Quốc Tử
Giám Temple of Culture in Hanoi, the Xích Đằng Temple of Literature in Hưng Yên
province, the Mao Điền Temple of Culture in Hải Dương province, the Bắc Ninh Temple
of Culture in Bắc Ninh province, the Nghệ An Temple of Literature in Vinh City of Nghệ
An province, and the Diêu Khánh Temple of Literature in Khánh Hòa province, have
survived until the present day.
Thirdly, a đền is a temple, either national or regional, built in memory of a deity or
an important figure in history (Toan Ánh 2005b:139). There are many such temples all
over the country. One of the most popular is the temple in honour of the Eight Lý Kings
of the Lý Dynasty located in Đình Bảng town of Bắc Ninh province. In most cases, as
Ngô Đức Thịnh (2003) has shown in his studies on the Vietnamese Religion of Mother
Goddesses (Đạo Mẫu), if one đền is exclusively in honour of a goddess or a female
figure, it is called phủ. Phủ Giầy in Nam Định province and Phủ Tây Hồ in Hanoi, for
example, are exclusively in memory of the goddess Liễu Hạnh. Moreover, any
architecture which has been built to venerate a deity or a spirit and is the personal
property of an individual is called a điện. A Điện is a place of worship much smaller in
scale than any other previous religious buildings. At a điện, an individual, particularly a
ritual healer or an exorcist, exercises his or her religious rituals.
Fourthly, a chùa is a Buddhist temple. Chùa, or pagodas, in Vietnam are places
for venerating not only Buddha, but also the founders of Vietnamese Buddhist schools,
philosophers of Confucianism, and the deities of Taoism: known as Three Religions, a
mixture of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism (Phan Kế Bính 2006:102-103). A Chùa
is one of the two most important religious buildings at a village of the ethnic Vietnamese
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or the Kinh people in the Red River delta in northern Vietnam: the village pagoda and the
communal house. Almost all of these villages have a pagoda. An old Vietnamese saying
states “Land belongs to the King, pagodas belong to village” (Đất vua, chùa làng).
Pagodas in Vietnam consist of not just a single building, but rather many different
connected buildings, their construction often financed by the donations of local people
(Phan Kế Bính 2006:104). The architecture and the display of the statues of Buddha on
the altar are recognizably different between Buddhist schools – Mahayana in the northern
and Central Vietnam and Theravada in southern Vietnam.
Đình is a Sino-Vietnamese word referring to a communal house which acts as an
administrative, cultural, and spiritual centre of a village. A đình is a place where guardian
deities are venerated and village rituals in honour of them are performed for their
protection. Vietnamese feudal governments selected and appointed village guardian
deities in order to consolidate and mobilise all the resources of villages for national unity
and to make grass roots governance possible. In a village, according to Nguyễn Văn
Khoan (1930:110), the đình was the place for the male notables to perform rituals in
honour of the village guardian deities, whereas the chùa is the place for the village’s
female elderly to practice their religious belief; the village male notables pray to the
village guardian deities and the female elderly pray to the Buddha.
Pierre Gourou, in his research on the peasants in the Red River delta in the 1930s
during the colonial period, reports that each village in the Red River delta had a đình as a
place where the village guardian deities were worshipped and where village meetings are
held and as a place of assembly on important ceremonial occasions (Gourou 1965:332).
Today, in terms of administrative function, a đình is a place where village affairs are
discussed and decided, disputes are settled, and fines are levied according to village
conventions. Regarding its religious function, a đình is used to venerate the village
guardian deity, one or more than one, with the title of Thành hoàng. As far as its cultural
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function is concerned, a đình is the place where traditional drama such as chèo (opera)
and hát cửa đình (singing in front of a communal house) are performed. It is the place
where various contests and games are held to meet the recreational needs of villagers and
visitors during village festival. Consequently, the đình, where the three above-mentioned
functions intertwine with one another, is a tangible symbol of village culture in Vietnam
(Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự 1998:15).
The appearance and origin of the đình has long been a topic which has attracted
great interest among scholars of Vietnamese culture. Evidence from the archives, such as
carvings on the woodwork and stone posts, proves that the oldest đình known today dated
back to the Mạc Dynasty in the sixteenth century (Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự
1998:70). However, it is generally agreed that the first communal house, as the
administrative and cultural religious centre at a village, appeared in the Later Lê Dynasty
in the fifteenth century (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996; Đinh Khắc Thuân 2001; Lê Thanh Đức
2001; Nguyễn Hồng Kiên and Đinh Khắc Thuân 2003). The word đình first appeared in
an official 1231 account of the history of Vietnam, as Đại Việt sử kỷ toàn thư (The
Complete Annals of the Great Viet) states:
The imperial decree stated that Buddha statues would be placed at any
đình trạm to honour. Because of the weather, a lot of shelters have been
set up for travellers to shelter themselves. The shelters, built with white
lime walls, are called đình trạm (Ngô Sỹ Liên 2011:269).
Therefore, the word đình was first used to refer to a shelter for travellers to rest on
their journey, being used neither as a religious place of worship nor as an administrative
centre. It was not until the Trần dynasty, which recognized and established favourable
conditions for Buddhism to thrive, that the đình was used as both a place to worship and
as a shelter for travellers. Until the fifteenth century, village deities were venerated at
miếu, or shrines, at villages (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:523). In fact, the đình, at this time, was a
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just a pavilion built with very simple architecture and locally-available materials such as
bamboo, limestone, and rice straw. It was not functioning as the present-time đình (see
Figure 2 below). Later, đình included a bay for the emperor to shelter himself on his trip
to inspect his nation. The đình functioned as a local administrative centre and was the
places where the central courts’ policies on taxation and military conscription were
promulgated (Lê Văn Sửu and Trần Lâm Biền 2014: 30). Every provincial administrative
centre also included a palace called a hành cung, which was also reserved for the emperor
to rest on his inspection journey; any village on the emperor’s routes also built a house
which had the same function as a hành cung.
As time passed, those villages took the imperial houses and turned them into a
place to venerate village deities. Today, a number of village communal houses have waxpainted panels with Sino-Vietnamese characters Thánh cung vạn tuế - 聖躬萬歲. Of the
characters, thánh (聖) may means “king” or “deity”; cung (躬) can be “palace” as a noun
or “serve” as a verb; and vạn tuế (萬歲) means “thousands of years”. Therefore, those
Sino-Vietnamese characters are not exclusively used to honour the emperors; rather they
can be used to honour the village deities (Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự 1998:19).
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Figure 2: The communal house of the village of Phùng Khoang in honour of the village
guardian deity called Đoàn Thượng, an army commander of the Lý dynasty
Source: Author.

Đình might have appeared as administrative centres as soon as villages came into
shape as grass roots administrative units during the Lê Dynasty (Nguyễn Hồng Kiên and
Đinh Khắc Thuân 2003:53-54). During Emperor Lê Thánh Tông’s rule from 1442 to
1497, an important administrative reform was launched. Xã, or communes, were
established as the smallest independent administrative units of the monarchical state. A xã
might consist of one village or more than one. Each commune was ruled by a xã trưởng,
commune chairman (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:714-715). Therefore, the Lê Dynasty managed to
establish a centralized court chaired by the emperor. Dynastic officials managed aspects
of the village such as birth and death registration, military conscription, taxation, land
registration, and labour for public projects. However, the privileges of conducting
religious rituals, or spiritual power, were still in the hands of village elderly (Nguyễn Duy
Hinh 1996:409). Đình became very popular communal halls at villages during the
sixteenth century. The popularity of the đình was recorded in Đại Việt sử kỷ toàn thư
(Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:815), which stated:
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In Nhâm Ngọ year, the year of the horse, (1522)…the emperor sought
shelter at the old đình of Nhân Mục commune to make his retreat...22
According to statistics provided by Nguyễn Hồng Kiên and Đinh Khắc Thuân
(2003:55), fourteen đình which were built or restored during the Mạc dynasty in the
sixteenth century have survived in their original architecture until the present time. Of the
fourteen đình, Đại Đoan of Văn Thịnh Village in Gia Lương District of Bắc Ninh
Province was rebuilt in the imperial years of the eighth Diên Thành (1585) on the location
of a previous đình. However, during the Mạc dynasty, đình were not used as religious
centres or places to worship village guardian deities as village deities were venerated at
village shrines (Trần Thị Kim Anh 2012:245). Trần Thị Kim Anh (2012:242-245),
sharing the same view that the đình with both administrative and religious functions first
appeared during the later Lê dynasty, argued that the đình originated from the buildings
called Thân Minh Đình which were established as administrative centres at villages
during the Chinese Ming domination. Gradually, these buildings were called đình, in
brief. From then on, whenever a village festival was organized, the village guardian
deities were carried to the đình for rituals. Gradually, to make the rituals more convenient,
many villages built an additional bay to their đình in which to place the statutes of the
village guardian deities. Therefore, after a long history of changes in traditions and
customs, the đình, apart from being administrative centres, became religious centres
where village rituals and annual festivals took place. From the seventeenth century,
significant economic and cultural achievements made it possible for đình to be built with
architecture which survived until the present time. In the following chapters, đình will be
referred to as communal houses.

22

In 1522, Emperor Lê Chiêu Tông, courtesy Quang Thiệu, real name Lê Y, the eleventh emperor of the
Later Lê Dynasty, retreated from his palace against a plot of dethronement made by one of his officials
General Mạc Đăng Dung. After failing to capture Emperor Quang Thiệu, Mạc Đăng Dung then put his
brother Lê Cung Hoàng on the throne as Emperor Thống Nguyên. General Mạc Đăng Dung then led his
army on behalf of Emperor Thống Nguyên to fight Emperor Quang Thiệu and finally captured him.
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3.4

Guardian Deities in Revolution
The success of the August Revolution in 1945 put an end to the Japanese

occupation and to feudalism in Vietnam with the proclamation of abdication of Emperor
Bảo Đại on 25th August. President Ho Chi Minh, on behalf of the provisional
government, declared Vietnamese independence and the formation of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (DRV). However, peace was not attained as the Franco-Vietminh
conflict began. In 1946, tensions between the Vietnamese forces and the French troops in
Hanoi increased as the French military command in the North demanded that French
troops be given responsibility for law and order (Duiker 1995:48). On December 19, Hồ
Chí Minh called for nationwide resistance against the French. To be prepared for an
arduous guerrilla war, the main Vietminh force withdrew to safe zones called An toàn khu
in the countryside while local units continued operation (Trần Lạng 1993:40). The First
Indochina War against the French lasted for nine years from 1946 to 1954. During this
period, many communal houses were burnt down by local guerrilla units “in keeping with
the scorched earth policy then advocated by the Viet Minh” in order to prevent the French
forces to have spaces to billet their troops (Malarney 2002:45). Communal house rituals
were also discontinued; imperial decrees of appointment and hagiologies were destroyed
or lost. In late 1949, the French launched a large-scale attack to capture the central town
of the district of Tiên Du with two forces: one attacked northward from Gia Lâm town
and the other attacked southward from Bắc Ninh town. The French troops captured the
communal house and the Catholic church of the neighbouring commune of Tri Phương to
station over 100 soldiers and set up two check points at the hamlet of Gạ of the village of
Đại Vi (Trần Lạng 1993:45). In view of the possibility that the French might capture the
communal house and turn it into another checkpoint to take further control over the
nearby region, the guerrilla unit of the village decided to burn the communal house.
However, the communal house was the spiritual and sacred centre of all the villagers. The
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guerrilla unit held a meeting with the village elderly men to request the elimination of the
communal house. Approved by the village elderly men, the guerrilla unit burnt the
communal house at midnight after the meeting (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May
2012). The communal houses of the village of Giáp Nhất, and the communal house of the
village of Cự Chính were destined to have the same fates in the scorched-earth policy
(Phạm Minh Phương 2010:81). For the village of Đại Vi, before the communal house was
burnt down to prevent the French from having a space to station their troops,
conscientious villagers had secretly hidden parts of the ritual items, scripts of the personal
history of the deities, dynastic decrees of appointments, and the poetic couplets (Nguyễn
Gia Trang, interview, 12 May 2012).
As the French withdrew from Indochina after the Geneva Agreement in 1954, the
DRV conducted land reform and collectivization of agriculture in the North in order to
abolish private property and build a socialist society in the long term and for the
immediate future to solve economic problems. In the countryside, over 80 per cent of the
population of North Vietnam lived on farms and most of the fertile land was in the hands
of wealthy landlords, fraternal associations, or dynastic regime-based organizations.
Moreover, the agricultural production was restricted due to the low level of
mechanization and the lack of fertilizer (Duiker 1995:135-136). In the Marxist view,
collective ownership would create favourable conditions for a more effective use of the
land through the concentration of small farm plots and the introduction of extensive
mechanization (Duiker 1995:136).
Although the documents of the Party-State contain no directives or guidelines
prohibiting people from conducting rituals, communal houses, as Malarney (2002:45)
noted, “were obviously too closely linked to the former elite to be left untouched.” For the
reform cadres, communal houses were considered as being associated with feudal and
conservative aspects of culture that needed to be abolished. Therefore, communal houses
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were the targets of desacralization and converted into mundane spaces. Assembly at
communal houses to perform rituals was discouraged. At the village of Đại Vi, at the
beginning of the land reform, some village elderly men attempted to have a small shrine
built to conduct rituals in honour of the guardian deities, but cadres came to bar the
elderly men from the building (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May 2012).
During the land reform, the communal house of the village of Quan Nhân was
damaged when reform cadres came to take away the ritual objects and close the house.
However, the sanctuary where the statue of the guardian deity resided, the hagiology which
told the personal history of the deity and the imperial decrees of appointment were left
untouched (Nguyễn Đình Hồng, interview, 04 May 2012). Right at the end of the land
reform, the communal house of the village of Quan Nhân was transferred into a mundane
space when the cooperative turned it into offices and work space. The front yard was used
as a paddy sowing ground and the main hall was turned into a storehouse for paddy and
fertilizer (Nguyễn Đình Hồng, interview, 04 May 2012). Deeper analysis of this process
will be presented in the section of the two case studies of the village of Quan Nhân and Đại
Vi.
Conclusion
Originating from the Chinese cult of town gods, the cult of guardian deities
gradually merged with a larger local cultural religious tradition, ancestor worship, into the
worship of village community ancestor, one of three levels of commemoration in preRevolutionary Vietnam: family, village community, and the nation. The development and
popularity of the cult of village guardian deities went along with the Vietnamese dynastic
regimes’ recognition over time of its legitimacy and values. It was not until the Lê
Dynasty when Confucianism was favoured, that the central court attempted to consolidate
both administrative and spiritual power into the hands of the emperors. Spiritually, the
central court appointed heroic figures, deceased loyal officials, or local spirits as village
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guardian deities. They were recognized as sacred officials at the village level. Therefore,
both the commune chiefs and the guardian deities worked for the emperors of the feudal
regimes (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996:375). The formation and evolution of the cult of village
guardian deities had political and spiritual motivation downwards from the central
authority and upwards from the villages in dynastic era. The appointment of the guardian
deities was made from the central court when the emperors appointed heroic figures or
figures who had made meritorious contributions, but appointment could also be made
when a village community submitted an application to the central court for recognition of
a local figure or a spirit of auspiciousness that had been venerated by the villagers long
before. Successive dynastic regimes up to the Nguyễn in feudal era Vietnam kept
appointing new guardian deities to newly-established villages or granting titles to the old
deities according to reports from local authorities about their responsiveness and
protection or to the will of the emperors. In the dynastic era, the communal house was a
place where ritual space and local administration were exercised, and where the sacred
was enmeshed in the profane. As the social structure of villages has been transformed in
contemporary society, the ritual process and organization of the cult has changed
accordingly.
The custom and tradition of a village deeply influences the ritual space in honour
of the guardian deities. The communal house rituals are copies of dynastic rituals which
were deeply based on Confucian principles. The ritual cycle runs according to a calendric
system which is based on the lunar calendar. The ritual cycle also depends very much on
the rotation of agricultural production. However, with political change, urbanization and
the rise of a market economy, communal house rituals have changed dramatically.
Initially, the đình, or communal house, was a place where a village’s affairs were
discussed and settled and where cultural activities took place. As soon as the cult of
guardian deities became popular among village communities, it was restructured to
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provide shelter for the guardian deities and for rituals in honour of them. The social
institutions of a village were also restructured to operate in this ritual space. As a result,
the communal house provided space for a local autonomy like a feudal court in miniature.
At the communal house of a village, the guardian deity symbolically acted as a
representative of emperor. The guardian deities, who were on behalf of the emperor, took
care of the village spirit and morality. Moreover, the communal house of a village also
operated as the office of the local authorities led by the commune chairman. The cult of
village guardian deities dominated the cultural and spiritual life of a village in preRevolutionary era in Vietnam.
During the war against the French, Vietminh (League for the Independence of
Vietnam) advocated the scorched earth policy (tiêu thổ kháng chiến). This strategic move
aimed to slow down the French from obliterating the revolutionary forces. As a result,
houses or any buildings which the French could seek billets for their troops were
abolished. Roads and bridges were also subject to demolition. During this period, a
number of the communal houses were burnt. Ritual objects, hagiologies, and imperial
decrees of appointment were also destroyed or lost. (Later, at some villages, the ritual
items and communal house documents could be retrieved by villagers who were deeply
attached to the cult and the guardian deities and had hidden these items and documents.)
After the Geneva Agreement in 1954, the country was divided into two parts. The
communist State of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was in the North; the South was
under the non-communist regime of Ngô Đình Diệm. In the light of Marxism, the DRV
began to build a socialist society through collectivization of agriculture to abolish private
ownership, as a long-term objective, and a land reform to redistribute land to peasants and
eliminate conservative customs and traditions associated with the feudal society, as the
immediate objective. As communal houses were closely related to dynastic elements, they
were subjected to desacralization. As a result, communal houses were transferred into
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mundane spaces such as offices or workplaces for the agricultural co-operatives. This
process continued when the country became unified in 1975 under the Communist
regime. Communal house rituals were discouraged and transitioned into suspension until
the Đổi Mới era.
Many communal houses and shrines, known as the places of worship in honour of
the guardian deities, were abandoned or used as warehouses to store paddy or fertilizers.
Moreover, local cadres discouraged the performance of rituals and sacrificial offerings.
However, there was still a great deal of commitment to the cult among locals during this
period. Notwithstanding official disapproval and in some cases total disbandment of the
guardian deity cult and the use of ritual sites for secular purposes under the post-1975
regime, the cult continued in diminished form in some villages. For example, the village
of Quan Nhân, one of the two case studies, intermittently organized its festival (Ngô Văn
Thân, interview, 05 May 2012) but the component of worship was largely sidelined. From
1974 until 1989, the communal house of the village was used by local cooperative to store
fertilizers; many objects of worship, poetic wooden panels, and ornaments in the
communal house were lost or ruined; the tablet of the guardian deity was abandoned.
Therefore, no rituals in honour of the guardian deity were performed, only recreational
activities were organized during the village festival. Likewise, for the village of Đại Vi,
the village’s communal house was burnt during the Franco-Vietnam war and almost all of
the objects of worship and ornaments in the communal house were destroyed or lost.
Moreover, two shrines where two of the three guardian deities were venerated were
abandoned in ruin until they were rebuilt in early 1990s. However, the village of Đại Vi
kept organizing its annual village festival with recreational activities such as wrestling,
classical drama, rooster-fights, and Chinese chess competitions. All the festive activities
were organized on the ground which used to be the front yard of the village’s communal
house.
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In 1984, the government recognized this local resilience and has increasingly
sought to build on the possibilities of the cult for the benefit of the nation. A series of
regulatory measures (promulgated in 1984, 1989, 1994, 2001, 2002, and 2011) have at
once condoned the cult and sought to control it. The subsequent chapter examines
government policies on cultural heritage and festivals to provide regulatory and legal
background for the revival and development of the cult in economic transition in the Đổi
mới (Renovation) era.
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CHAPTER 4
GOVERMENTAL CULTURAL POLICIES IN THE POST-ĐỔI MỚI
ERA AND THE CULT OF GUARDIAN DEITIES
Since the mid-1980s, the focus of the Party-State’s policies on ancestor worship
and honour to figures who had made meritorious contributions for the sake of the nation
and the people has reinforced the revival and development of popular religion in general
and the cult of guardian deities in villages in the Red River delta in particular. Economic
achievements since the initial stage of the Đổi mới, launched in 1986, made way for
further changes in the Party-State’s views on religion and belief.
This chapter investigates governmental cultural policies that relate to the cult of
village guardian deities in the post-Đổi mới period, to create the regulatory context for the
subsequent chapters of this thesis. The issuance of a series of governmental directives has
indicated the dynamics and complexities of the restoration of historical-cultural sites and
festivals in this period. These regulations have addressed issues such as: the origin,
duration and nature of the festivities, local versus central administration, and the levels
and kind of governance deemed necessary to manage them. As the festivals have grown
under supervision and with the support of government funding, officials have identified,
on both ideological grounds and in the interests of public order, what they see as
shortcomings in the cult’s processes. Thus the government has repeatedly revised
regulations to further modify the cult, while also permitting it to develop. For villagers,
this process has in turn required adaptation and there have been occasional sources of
tension between locals and officials throughout the recent history of the cult.
4.1

Governmental Policies on Cultural Heritage
Before the Đổi mới era, a number of laws and regulations provided the legal

framework for places of historical and cultural interest to be classified, registered, and
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protected; however, after the promulgation of Ordinance 14-LCT/HĐNN 04 April 1984 a
growing number of places were registered and recognized as historical and cultural sites
(Roszko 2012:31). The Ordinance, issued by the Council of State23, and its bylaws,
Decree 288/HĐBT issued on 31 December 1985 by the Council of Ministers 24, provided a
broader legal framework for the protection and utilization of historical and cultural sites
and tourist attractions in the early years after the Đổi mới. According to the 1985 Decree
(Vietnam, Council of Ministers 1985: article 5, chapter 2), any places of historical and
cultural significance, regardless of the type of ownership, were subject to being
registered, inventoried, and recognized under the State’s consistent administration. Article
6 and 9 of chapter 2 (Vietnam, Council of Ministers 1985) granted the Ministry of Culture
jurisdiction to recognize a place as a historical-cultural site based on reports from
provincial authorities. Provincial People’s Committees and People’s Committees of cities
directly under the central government were responsible for assisting local authorities and
villages to prepare the applications. Applications for recognition of places as historicalcultural sites would be sent to the Ministry of Culture for consideration. As far as the
communal houses were concerned, during this period, many that had been deserted or
ruined were restored and officially recognized as Historical-Cultural Sites (HCSs). Of
those, a number of the communal houses in rural districts of Hanoi city were recognized
and granted certificates HCSs by the State during the 1990s. Of villages I visited, the
communal houses of the ten villages in Bắc Ninh province were recognized as HCSs in
1992. Of the villages in the urban area, the communal house of the village of Phùng
Khoang was recognized in 1991; the communal house of the village of Giáp Nhất was
recognized in 1992; the communal house of the village of Triều Khúc was recognized as a
HCS in 1993; and the village of Hạ Yên Quyết, known as village Cót, was recognized in
1994.
23
24

Now the President of Vietnam.
Now the Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.
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As the country was moving further towards the market economy in the late 1990s,
the 1984 Ordinance and its bylaws revealed a number of disadvantages. The Ordinance
only provided a legal framework on nationally owned historical-cultural sites, such as
buildings, along with historical, scientific and artistic documents, and other cultural
objects which related to social, historical, and cultural events of the nation (Vietnam,
Council of State 1984: article 1, chapter 5). The Ordinance did not stipulate other types of
ownership than state ownership and also failed to deal with the fact that there existed
markets in antiques and a demand to regulate these markets. Therefore, local authorities
were unsure of how much authority they had in relation to protection of historical,
cultural and artistic objects which came from pagodas, temples, shrines, and communal
houses. Moreover, the Ordinance did not stipulate clear devolution of jurisdictions and
responsibilities to state agencies over HCSs. Consequently, cooperation between state
institutions that managed HCSs was loose, leaving communities to manage financial
sources on their own to restore and rebuild cultural and religious buildings.
In that context, the 2001 Law on Cultural Heritage (luật di sản văn hóa) was
passed by the Tenth National Assembly to provide a broader legal framework for
managing and preserving historical cultural buildings, sites and objects, and also referred
to cultural heritage, either tangible or intangible (Vietnam, Tenth National Assembly
2001: article 1, chapter 1). The reference to “intangible” heritage reflects growing interest
in the ritual conduct and content of festivals. One of its bylaws, the 2002 Decree
92/2002/NĐ-CP, provides further guidance on the Law on Cultural Heritages. According
to the 2001 Law, jurisdiction to recognize a relic as a HCS is granted not only to
ministerial but also to provincial organs: the Ministry of Culture and Information and
provincial People’s Committees respectively (Article 30, Chapter 4). This law also
provides a legal framework for multiple ownership of cultural heritage, such as: private
ownership, collective ownership, public ownership, and state ownership. Its bylaws also
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provide guidance on the preparation of applications for registration and recognition of a
historical-cultural site.
Since the promulgation of the 2001 Law many communal houses all over the Red
River delta have been recognized as sites of historical–cultural heritage. Communal
houses, recognized and unrecognized, are gradually being refurbished, restored, or rebuilt.
Applications for recognition continue to pass through institutions of culture from
communal, to district, to provincial, and then to ministerial level. For any recognized
communal houses, restoring and maintaining these buildings will be funded from the
national budget and from donations raised within the community. Article 58 of the 2001
Law (Vietnam, Tenth National Assembly 2001) stipulates that the financial source for the
protection and restoration of cultural heritage relies substantially on the State’s budget;
other sources from the operation and exploitation of cultural heritage and from
individuals, organizations, and communities are encouraged. For the case of the Đại Vi
village’s communal house, the village was granted nearly 200 million đồng from the
provincial budget to rebuild the communal house and revive rituals in honour of the
village’s guardian deities (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May 2012). For the case of
Đình Bảng’s temple, it was rebuilt in 1989 with funds from the national budget, the local
budget, and public donations. However, the financial support of the government accounts
for the greater weight (Ủy ban nhân dân phường Ðình Bảng 2012:1).
The 2001 Law was in turn amended in 2009 by the Law of Cultural Heritage.
Before 2009, all recognized places of historical and cultural significance (including
communal houses, pagodas, temples, shrines, and churches) were classified as national
HCSs. According to article 29 of the Law on amendments of the Law on Cultural
Heritage (Vietnam, 12th National Assembly 2009), HCSs are classified into three
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categories: provincial historical-cultural sites, national historical-cultural sites, and special
national historical-cultural sites.25
The establishment of Committees of Historical-Cultural Sites (CHCS) from the
central to local levels has made the management of historical and cultural sites more
effective. However, the 2001 law and its bylaws did not define the accountabilities of the
CHCS, nor the role of local communities, nor did it provide a legal framework for the
participation of experts and archaeologists. As a result, as far as communal houses are
concerned, many of them have been restored subject to the decision of the local
communities, represented by their Sub-Committees of Historical-Cultural Sites (SCHCS),
without the guidance of local authorities. In other cases, compromises have not been
reached when the local authority has had a project to restore the site, but the local
community has not agreed with it. Moreover, the law and its bylaws did not contain
regulations for CHCS on raising and using funds from donations; this income is tax-free
and not audited. In some cases, there have been disputes between the CHCS and local
communities over the rights to use the funds from donations. For some years, this and
other issues have affected the management and restoration of cultural and historical sites.
Firstly, there have been a number of cases in which disagreements have appeared
between the local CHCS and communities in the building or restoration of HCSs; in other
cases, CHCS have failed to sustain the originality of HCSs because they have not
consulted with professionals and the local community. Take the case of the project to
restore the wall around the pond in front of the communal house of the village of Quan
Nhân in 2010, for example. The People’s Committee of Nhân Chính Ward and its CHCS

25

According to article 30 of the Law on amendments of the Law on Cultural Heritage (Vietnam, 12th
National Assembly 2009), the jurisdiction of classifying historical-cultural sites is stipulated as follows: the
Chairman of the provincial People's Committee has the right to classify provincial historical-cultural sites
and grant certificates to recognise these sites; the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Tourism has the right to
classify national historical-cultural sites and grant certificates to recognise these sites; the Prime Minister
has the right to classify special national historical-cultural sites and granting certificates to recognise these
sites.
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planned to build a brick wall with an iron frame on top of it, using a contractor selected
by the People’s Committee. However, according to Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 May
2012), the elderly of the village wanted to have a wall with limestone blocks as it would
look original. As the project was financed from the ward’s budget, the elderly of the
village preferred to use the fund in their own ways, but the People’s Committee did not
agree. Finally, the negotiations broke down and the elderly of the village called for
donations among the villagers and managed to build a blue limestone wall without
financial support from the People’s Committee of Nhân Chính ward.
Secondly, regarding the restoration and refurbishment of HCSs, governmental
directives stipulate applications for restoration and refurbishment of HCSs are to be
submitted to relevant authorities, except minor refurbishment which does not affect the
original structure of the HCS (Vietnam, Twelfth National Assembly 2009: article 34).
Therefore, for minor refurbishment, CHCSs do not have to request permission from
relevant authorities. This gives the CHCS the initiative in the management and restoration
of the HCS. However, in the view of some community members, the local People’s
Committees and its CHCS have failed to bear their full responsibilities and left local
communities to restore the cultural and historical sites or accept donated items to install at
the communal house in their own way. In late 2014, according to the custodian of the
communal house of the village of Đại Vi (interview, 26 February 2015), a delegation of
cadres from the provincial Department of Culture, Sports, and Tourism came to the
communal house of the village and requested that two donated sphinxes installed at the
main door of the communal house and at one of the shrines be removed, as they were not
traditional Vietnamese models.
The fact that many communal houses have been recognized as historical-cultural
sites has provided fundamental facilities for the communal house rituals and village
festivals to be revived and develop. However, governmental directives have not always
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managed to clarify the accountability of the Committees of Historical-Cultural Sites with
their Sub-Committees of Historical-Cultural Sites in some villages or Ritual Boards in
others, especially regarding the restoration of communal houses and raising donations for
restoration and for the performance of village rituals. The following section will explore
the impact of governmental directives on festivals and the dynamics of communal house
rituals.
4.2

Governmental Policies on Village Rituals and Festivals
Traditional festivals are special events at which rituals are performed to reflect the

cycles of agricultural production and of a person’s life. Traditional festivals are associated
with both spiritual and religious life. The rituals performed during a festival, to a great
extent, are sacred. However, a festival also includes recreational activities which are
secular. Therefore, a festival always consists of the two major elements, sacred and
secular. Festivals, as Hoàng Mạnh Thắng (2012:212) states, are attached to particular
relics; festivals aim to meet the spiritual needs of the local people and to consolidate the
traditions and customs of a village; and from festivals, financial income is accrued for the
restoration and refurbishment of the relics. The large-scale recognition of relics as
historical-cultural sites has resulted in the recent revival of festivals, which, in turn, have
led to the issuance of legal documents on managing village rituals and festivals.
As the country turned from a planned economy towards a market economy, due to
social, economic, and cultural changes, pre-1986 laws and bylaws regulating traditional
festivals proved to be ineffective. To deal with the increasing revival of traditional
festival and rituals, many laws and bylaws have been promulgated, especially in the early
years of the Đổi mới era. From 1989 to 2001, three sets of governmental regulations were
promulgated. On 4 October 1989, the Ministry of Culture (Bộ Văn hóa) adopted
Regulation 54/VHQC on Mở hội truyền thống dân tộc (opening national traditional
festivals). This regulation consists of four chapters in twenty-four articles mainly
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regarding the procedures for the organization of festivals and the management of the
process of festivals. On 7 October 1994, the Minister of the Ministry of Culture and
Information (Bộ Văn hóa-Thông tin)26 adopted Decision 636/QĐ-QC on the promulgation
of Regulations on Festival with three chapters in thirteen articles. The 1994 Regulation,
which did not stipulate specifically which particular institutions or bodies were
responsible for the management and organization of traditional festivals, was reinforced
by Circular 04/1998/TT-VHTT issued on 11 July 1998 by the Ministry of Culture and
Information on hướng dẫn thực hiện nếp sống văn minh trong việc cưới, việc tang, lễ hội
(instructions on the implementation of the civilized life in weddings, funerals, and
festivals). On 23 August 2001, the Ministry of Culture and Information issued Decision
39/2001/QĐ-BVHTT on the Regulations of Organizing Festivals. In order to promote
better management of festivals and rituals, on 21 January 2011, the Ministry of Culture,
Sport and Tourism (Bộ Văn hóa, Thể thao và Du lịch) issued Circular 04/2011/TTBVHTTDL on “regulations about building a civilized lifestyle in weddings, funerals and
festivals”. In general, these governmental policies have attempted to reshape festivals in
the following ways: through fostering traditions and community spirit, controlling
application procedures, the management and supervision of festivals, and the provision of
financial resources.
Fostering Traditions and Community Spirit
All of the policies mentioned above seek to frame festivals help to foster traditions
and community spirit in particular and the nation-building process in general. The 2001
Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 2001: chapter 1, article 2)
stipulates that festivals are organized to honour national heroes and heroines, cultural
figures, patriotic martyrs, and ancestors who made meritorious contributions in building
and defending the nation. It also promotes the view that festivals help to sustain and
26

The present Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism
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uphold the spiritual and cultural values of the Vietnamese people, as well as catering to
the demand for sight-seeing activities, and visits to destinations of artistic or architectural
significance. Each new regulation has tried to define terms more strictly to make festivals
easier to control to the state’s ends. Moreover, the new regulations, especially the 2001
Regulations, have managed to create a favourable legal framework for traditional festivals
to be revived and organized and made more effective the management of festivals. Local
communities have also been granted a degree of autonomy in performing rituals and
organizing festivals: for example, a village or a hamlet when organizing a traditional
festival does not have to report to any governmental institutions of culture and
information (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 2001: chapter 2, article 4).
However, although the revival of traditional festivals has helped to promote
community spirit and foster a tradition of remembering ancestors, the government holds
the view that the revival of rituals and performances related to traditional festivals, to a
certain extent, risk a throwback to dynastic and Confucian traditions. Governmental
directives such as the 1994 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information
1994: chapter 1, article 2) and the 2001 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and
Information 2001: chapter 1, article 2) state that festival activities against the “national
pure and fine customs” (thuần phong mỹ tục của dân tộc) are prohibited. What constitutes
a “national pure and fine custom” is not closely defined in the laws: rather it is left to the
discretion of officials how to interpret this requirement. Although the 2001 Regulations
have managed to create a favourable legal framework for reviving and organizing
traditional festivals and made more effective the management of festivals, not all customs
or practices associated with festivals are approved. The ritual and organizational
hierarchies ideally should not, for example, perpetuate traditions of rank according to
education, social status or gender. Moreover, religious practices associated with nonVietnamese traditions (notably Christianity, whose rituals are seen as largely
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incompatible with local traditions of ancestor worship and national hero worship) other
practices such as exorcism or (in some cases) the burning of votive papers, offences
against public order, such as drunkenness, gambling or pickpocketing, over-consumption,
as well as occasional over-charging by local sellers, are all considered to be outside the
definition of “national pure and fine custom” (see, for example, Bùi Hoài Sơn, 2009:220221). Popular religions, especially ancestor worship, are encouraged and favoured by the
State, as these “religions without churches” (meaning as much without a clergy or a
unitary theology, as referring to places of worship) are seen as posing less of a potential
threat to the Party-State than non-traditional religions, such as Christianity. Buddhism and
Confucianism have deeper local roots and are seen as somewhat more acceptable. The
government sees that the reinforcement of local and national religious expression can
provide for the spiritual and moral dimensions of people’s lives without the potential risk
posed by religious groups whose agendas might diverge from those of the government.
Application Procedures
As far as the procedures of the organization of festivals are concerned, it was not
until 1994 that festival organizers were required to seek permission from relevant
authorities. The 1989 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture 1989: chapter 2, article 5)
states that local offices of culture in collaboration with the local social organizations
should report to authorities at a higher level on the programme and aims of the festival.
According to the 1994 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 1994:
chapter 2, article 3), there are three levels of authorities that give approval to festivals to
be organized: the district and provincial People’s Committees, and the Ministry of Culture
and Information. Festivals which mainly attract the participation of people in a commune
or a ward are approved by a district People’s Committee; festivals that attract people from
a number of communes, wards, or regions in a province, are approved by a provincial
People’s Committee; festivals which attract people from many regions, or provinces are
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approved by the Ministry of Culture and Information. The 2001 regulations (Vietnam,
Ministry of Culture and Information 2001: chapter 2, article 4) leave local people more
freedom to organise festivals as these regulations stipulate that two kind of festivals
(traditional festivals, which are organized annually or periodically, and historical and
revolutionary festivals which contribute to education about tradition) may be organised
without permission from the authorities, as was required in the 1994 regulations. The
2001 Regulation only require organizers give notice to appropriate authorities on culture
at least 20 days in advance about the time, place, content, programs (if applicable), and
list of members of the festival committee.
Regarding the length of festivals, the 1989 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of
Culture 1989: chapter 3, article 11) does not stipulate how long festivals may last but
governmental directives encourage local people not to organize festivals for many days
and in case of natural disasters or epidemics occurred, festivals are discouraged. The 2001
Regulation (Ministry of Culture and Information 2001: chapter 2, article 5) states that
festivals must be organized for no more than three days. For festivals in honour of
guardian deities, although the main rituals and recreational activities of the festival are
normally organized for three days, the preparation and mobilization of resources for a
festival may take place a month before the festival officially starts.
Management and Supervision of Festivals
The 1989 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture 1989: chapter 3, article 8)
stipulates that to manage a festival, a Festival Committee is to be established. The director
or the deputy director of the provincial department of culture is the chair of the Festival
Committee; heads of district offices of culture are the vice-chairpersons of the committee;
representatives from other offices and socio-political institutions are the members of the
committee. The 1994 Regulation does not stipulate what authority levels are responsible
for establishing a Festival Committee and what criteria for the membership of this
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committee are; Article 9 of chapter 2 regulates that festival committees are responsible for
security, health, and order during the time the festival takes place (Vietnam, Ministry of
Culture and Information 1994). Moreover, this regulation states that cultural institutions
are responsible for giving directives and supervision to local festivals (Vietnam, Ministry
of Culture and Information 1994: article 11). Since 2001, however, all festivals organized
have been regulated by the 2001 Regulation and the 2011 Circular by the Ministry of
Culture, Sport, and Tourism.
According to the 2001 Regulations (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information
2001: chapter 2, article 13), every festival is to be managed by a festival committee. A
Festival Committee is established by the decision of the authority level that organizes the
festival. One representative from the local authorities will be the chairperson of the
committee. The members of the Festival Committee will be representatives from the
government offices of culture, public security, and public health, as well as from sociopolitical organizations such as the Fatherland Front (Mặt trận tổ quốc), Women Union
(Hội phụ nữ), the Youth Union (Đoàn thanh niên), and the Association of Veterans (Hội
cựu chiến binh). As members of the festival committee, representatives from these sociopolitical organizations supervise community-based bodies such the ritual, donation,
reception, and logistics teams. (The number of the community-based bodies may vary
from village to village. Therefore, at the grassroots level, these state-subsidized
organizations play a very important role in assisting local authorities to carry out the
Party-State’s guidelines and policies on all aspects of life, especially on the aspect of
reviving and organizing traditional festivals for cultural development. As far as local
authorities are concerned, the 2001 Regulations also stipulate that the local People’s
Committee of a particular administrative location where a festival is organized has the
responsibility of administrating the festival and giving guidance to the Festival
Committee established to run that festival.
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Regarding the cult of village guardian deities, the Festival Committee may vary
from village to village in two typical models: community-based and non-communitybased. In the community-based models, the local villagers, normally represented by the
elderly and heads of lineages, have more members in the Festival Committee than the
local cadres. Therefore, local people have more power in the management of their
festival. On the other hand, in the non-community-based model, the local cadres are
dominant over the local villagers in the management of the festival. It is the local
authorities who, based on the nominations from the Association of the Elderly for
membership of the festival committee, decide which model of the Festival Committee is
to be established. In the two main case studies for this thesis, the Festival Committee of
the festivals of 2012 and 2015, in the village of Quan Nhân was chaired by Mr Ngô Văn
Thân, the quarter chief, the head of the Association of the Elderly of Quan Nhân, and the
head of the village CHCS. For Đại Vi village, the Festival Committee of 2012 was
chaired by Mr Nguyễn Đình Quang, the village chief. For a village festival, the
chairperson of the Festival Committee is the village or quarter chief. Although members
of the Committee are representatives from different social and socio-political institutions
within the village, the privileges of performing the rituals are reserved for the elderly.
For festivals which attract the participation of people from many districts,
provinces, and regions, the district or provincial authorities are responsible for
establishing festival committees and managing the festivals. One example is the Đô
temple, located at the edge of the village of Đình Bảng which is now Đình Bảng ward of
Từ Sơn town in Bắc Ninh province. This temple is a place in honour of the eight kings of
the Lý dynasty (1009-1225) and was built based on the architectural style of the dynasty.
This festival is nationally significant as the temple and its related sites were recognized as
a Special National Historical-Cultural Site in 2014. The annual festival in honour of the
eight kings of the Lý dynasty is managed by the Festival Committee chaired by the
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chairman of the People’s Committee of Đình Bảng ward. Members of this committee
were representatives from the party cell, the People’s Council, the Fatherland Front, the
Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites, the local police, healthcare and other sociopolitical organizations (Ủy ban nhân dân phường Đình Bảng 2012:2).
Financial Resources
The post-Đổi mới governmental directives have not stipulated specifically how festivals
are funded. Rather, these directives merely stipulate regulations on selling tickets and the
collection and use of donations from local people and visitors. The 1989 Regulation (Vietnam,
Ministry of Culture 1989: Chapter 3, article 15) stipulates that tickets to enter the festival space
are sold by the decision of festival committee. The money from tickets was to be used for the
restoration and refurbishment of the historical-cultural site. Later, in order to make sure that the
purposes of the organization of festivals was to meet the spiritual and recreational demands of
local people, rather than being organized for profiteering, both the 1994 and the 2001
Regulations stipulated that tickets to enter the festival space at all festivals are not required. The
2001 Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 2001: chapter 2, article 14) has
been reinforced by the 2011 Circular (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture, Sport, and Tourism 2011:
chapter 2, article 12) which stipulates that no tickets are to be sold to enter the festival space.
However, as far as other activities related to festivals are concerned, these governmental
directives reflect acceptance that tickets are sold for attending performances, games, shows, arts
exhibitions, and so on, within the space of the festival. The price of tickets for these events and
spaces are based on the regulations of financial authorities in jurisdiction (Vietnam, Ministry of
Culture and Information 2001: article 15, chapter 2). The more popular and significant a
festival is becoming, the more profits gained from the number of events and spaces for which
tickets are sold. Local communities have been encouraged by the local authorities to re-build or
restore historical cultural sites and revive village rituals and festivals in order, on the one hand,
to sustain traditional cultural values, and on the other hand, to promote the local tourism and
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economy. However, these regulations have not stipulated specifically how the funds from
donations during a festival are to be used, whether they are subject to taxes or not, or are to be
audited at the end of a fiscal year. Therefore, a Festival Committee is eligible to raise and use
the funds from donations during a festival in their own way and at their own will.
Conclusion
Village rituals and festivals are communal activities which play significant roles in
social–cultural life in Vietnam. They have not only been attracting the participation of a great
number of the local villagers and visitors, but also have provided spaces for the preservation of
national traditional cultural values. In the context of industrialization and urbanization, Vietnam
has experienced the vitality of traditional festivals and rituals because they can contribute, to a
great extent, to strengthening community spirit, fostering gratitude to the nation, the country, the
village, and the family, to keeping the spiritual life of the people in a state of balance, and to
promoting cultural creativity and awareness, and sustaining and transmitting culture.
From 1986 to the present (2016), and contemporaneously with the economic renovation
aimed at industrialization and modernization, the Party-State of Vietnam has attempted to
effectively manage HCSs and festivals while simultaneously upholding traditions and customs
in order to consolidate national identity. These attempts have involved limited intervention of
the State but entails government oversight of festivals, cults and places of worship (Kleinen
1999:162). Although, as Hy V. Luong (2007:452) argued, the revival of village festivals and
rituals did not originate with the Party-State policies or in response to the capitalist expansion
into the Vietnamese economic and sociocultural landscapes, these policies have significantly
accelerated that revival. However, the issuance and amendment of a series of policies for the
past years has shown that these policies have not managed to keep pace with the boom of
festivals and the diversity in the management of the sites in general and the communal houses
in particular. This has led to a need for updates on the laws governing sites and festivals.
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Regarding the cult of guardian deities, by promoting ancestor worship, the tradition of
gratitude to national heroes and those who made meritorious contributions to the nation, and
consolidating morality and local identity, the cult of village guardian deities goes along with the
lines of the Party-State’s definitions of traditional culture in post-socialist Vietnam (Dror
2007:199). Of the traditions and customs, village rituals and festivals in honour of guardian
deities play a very significant role in the life of the villagers. As Hoàng Mạnh Thắng (2012:236)
states, traditional festivals today help to meet the spiritual and recreational demands of the local
villagers, in that within the ritual and festive space, community spirit is consolidated and the
villagers mobilise the entire village’s resources hoping that their festivals and rituals will attract
more and more visitors, and that the village will become well-known and benefit more as a
result.
Although the cult of guardian deities is both hierarchical in a way that it is consistent
with Confucian tradition and deeply moral in its expectations of participants, it is actually a
“new tradition” which appropriates some of the traditional hierarchical values. Moreover, while
authorities see the revival of the cult potentially as a throwback to a feudal tradition, local
appeals for greater recognition and infrastructure to retain traditional rituals, alongside the
grafting of the new socio-political organizations onto the traditional hierarchical structure of the
cult, have ensured the operation of the cult is compatible with national development. In other
words, as the cult has been modernized to embody the goals of the nation in economic
transition, it can, in the view of the government, further rather than set back national transition.
The following chapter will investigate the ritual organization and process of the cult of guardian
deities at villages in contemporary Red River delta. The chapter attempts to create an overview
of cult in the context of the market economy and modernization and seeks to argue that the cult
has been transformed dramatically into a model constituted from both the traditional and the
modern, to reflect local dynamics and identities.
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CHAPTER 5

VILLAGE RITUALS IN CONTEMPORARY RED RIVER DELTA

This chapter is an overview of the village festivals in contemporary Red River
delta. It first investigates the aspects of the tradition of remembering and gratitude of the
Vietnamese, based on which the cult of guardian deities operates. Second, by analyzing
the village rites, ritual calendar and festivals, this chapter concludes that communal house
rituals have been transformed dramatically in ritual organization and process. The cult of
village guardian deities has been revived in a model which is constituted from both the
ancient and the modern. Moreover, ritual organization and process vary from village to
village according to their economic and cultural conditions. Communal house rituals and
festivals in honour of village guardian deities help to consolidate local identity in
continuing tradition and customs. Finally, this chapter examines how the powerful market
economy is imposing its influence on the ritual and festive spaces.
5.1.

Villages in the Red River Delta
To seek to characterize the common features of many Red River delta guardian

deity cults, apart from my two cases of the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi, I selected
ten villages as shown in the table below (Table 1) to collect the data for the thesis in
general and for this chapter in particular. The selected villages are categorized into
urbanized villages and rural villages. The urbanized villages are, at present, communities
of urban quarters or communes in towns or cities. As a result of rapid urbanization, the
villagers have lost almost all their agricultural land and no longer earn their living from
agricultural production. Their traditions and customs have been affected dramatically by
the process of modernization and urbanization. Unlike urbanized villages, rural villages’
economy remain largely based on agricultural production. Many villagers also have extra
income from craft and other by-trades, especially during the time between the two main
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crops of the agricultural cycles. Some villages specialise in making bamboo items such as
sieves, baskets, hats, curtains and blinds, or making pottery items such as vases, jars,
bowls and teapots, or making silk or weaving cloth, while other villages specialise in
making wooden furniture, paper, or iron and copper items.
First, I visited the five urbanized villages in Hanoi region: the villages of Phùng
Khoang, Triều Khúc, Cự Chính, Giáp Nhất, and Hạ Yên Quyết. Second, I visited five
rural villages in the province of Bắc Ninh: Đình Bảng, Đồng Kị, Phù Lưu, Lim, and Đại
Thượng to explore ritual organization and ritual process. According to Mr Nguyễn Minh
Thảo (interview, 20 April 2012), ex-head of the SCHCS, the village Hạ Yên Quyết used
to be one of the two hamlets, Hạ Yên Quyết (Lower Yên Quyết) on the south bank of the
Lịch River and Thượng Yên Quyết (Upper Yên Quyết) on the north bank, of the
traditional village of Yên Quyết, sometimes simply called village Cót. Today, the village
of Hạ Yên Quyết, also known as Cót, has been divided into several quarters (tổ dân phố)
belonging to the urban ward of Yên Hòa of the Cầu Giấy district. This community
venerates five guardian deities at the five village shrines. As Mr Nguyễn Minh Thảo
states, the village festival in honour of the five guardian deities is organized every year
from the 11th to 13th of the Second Month of the lunar calendar. Major rituals are
organized at the communal house which was recognized and granted “Certificate of
Historical-Cultural Site” in 1994 by the Ministry of Culture and Information. The village
festival attracts visitors with a deity procession featuring seven palanquins and
recreational activities.
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Table 1: Village festivals in honour of guardian deities in the Red River delta
Villages

Cự Chính

Location

Nhân Chính ward
of Thanh Xuân
district

Giáp Nhất
Hạ Yên Quyết
(known as the
village of Cót)
Phùng Khoang

Triều Khúc

Calendric festival
(of the Lunar
calendar)
From 10 to 12 of the
second month

1992 with CHCS.
2006 granted
“Revolutionary Site”
1994 with CHCS

A figure named
Phùng Luông

From 11 to 13 of the
second month

Trung Văn
commune of Từ
Liêm district in
Hanoi city

From 7 to 8 first month

Tân Triều
commune of the
Thanh Trì district

From 9 to 12 of the
first month

Five guardian
deities.
Two of whom
were local figures.
A figure called
Đoàn Thượng, one
of the loyal
commanders of the
Lý dynasty.
A figure called
Phùng Hưng, the
leader of the
uprising against
the Chinese Tang
domination in the
eight century
Four guardian
deities, of whom
the spirit of
mountain called
Quý Minh is the
principal guardian
deity
Three guardian
deities and the
eight kings of the
Lý dynasty
A figure called
Thiên Cương Đế,
an army leader

From 9 to 11 of the
second month

Đình Bảng

Đình Bảng ward of
Từ Sơn town, Bắc
Ninh province

From 14 to 16 of the
third month

Đồng Kị

Đồng Quang ward
of Từ Sơn town in
Bắc Ninh province

From 3 to 5 of the first
month

Lim town in Tiên
Du district, Bắc
Ninh province

From 10 to 13 of the
first month

Phù Lưu

1990 with CHCS

From 10 to 12 of the
second month

Đại Đồng
commune of Tiên
Du district, Bắc
Ninh province

Phù Lưu ward of
Từ Sơn town, Bắc
Ninh province

From 7 to 9 of the
second month

Communal house
recognized in

A figure named Lã
Tá Đường, one of
the twelve lords
during the period
from 945 to 967 in
dynastic Vietnam

Nhân Chính ward
of Thanh Xuân
district
Yên Hòa ward of
Cầu Giấy district
in the city of Hanoi

Đại Thượng

Lim
(commonly
known
as
the
village of Lũng
Giang)

Village guardian
deities

The Local dynastic
mandarin named
Nguyễn Đình Diễn
and a female
figure believed to
be the founder of
Quan họ singing
Two river spirits
named Trương
Hống and Trương
Hát

1991 with CHCS

Rituals and recreational
activities
Deity palanquin procession;
Mutual festival which is
held every five years with
the village of Quan Nhân,
Giáp Nhất, and Phùng
Khoang
Palanquin procession;
traditional recreational
activities
Palanquin procession,
sacrificial pig procession

Palanquin procession;
Mutual festival with four
other Mọc villages.

1993 with CHCS

Palanquin procession;
a traditional dance called
con đĩ đánh bồng;
A game of cướp cờ.

1999 with CHCS

Palanquin procession and
recreational activities

1989 with CHCS

Palanquin procession and
recreational activities

1988 with CHCS

Palanquin procession;

1995 with CHCS

Communal house rituals;
recreational activities
Palanquin procession;
Communal house rituals;
Quan họ songs, wrestling,
and others

1992 with CHCS

Palanquin procession;
Communal house rituals;
recreational activities

Source: Author.

As the Hagiology of the village (Viện Thông tin Khoa học Xã hội 1995b) reports,
before 1945, the village of Giáp Nhất was one of the villages of Nhân Mục commune on
the south bank of the Lich River. Giáp Nhất today is a community consisting of two
residential quarters of the ward of Nhân Chính in the Thanh Xuân district of Hanoi. Like
the village of Hạ Yên Quyết, Giáp Nhất is now an urban community. This community
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venerates a figure called Phùng Luông who was one of the followers of Phùng Hưng, the
leader of the uprising against the domination of the Chinese Tang in the eighth century.
According to Phạm Minh Phương (2010:46-47), the village festival in honour of the
guardian deity is organized every year from the tenth to the twelfth of the Second Month.
Every five years, the village takes part in the mutual festival with other four villages
called the five Mọc villages. Its communal house was officially recognized as a
Historical-Cultural Site in 1992.
The village of Triều Khúc is located in the commune of Tân Triều of the Thanh
Trì district. As Mr Nguyễn Gia Phụng (interview, 22 April 2012), the custodian of the
communal house, says, Triều Khúc worships the national hero called Phùng Hưng, the
leader of the uprising against the Chinese domination in the eighth century, as their
village guardian deity. The festival in honour of the deity is held from the ninth to the
twelfth of First Month of the lunar calendar every year. The festival is well-known for the
rituals at the communal house and the traditional religious and recreational dance called
con đĩ đánh bồng (literally translated as prostitutes playing drums) which requires the
participation of the village men and boys who disguise themselves into women playing
cylindrical drums. The drums have long bodies and small surfaces on the two ends, which
are smeared with rice cakes. In Vietnamese, Con đĩ is has different connotations. This
phrase may mean “prostitute”, or it may be used to refer to a woman or a girl. Nguyễn
Duy Hinh (1996:404) argues that the word đĩ is an expression for females, not for
prostitutes. It is a colloquial word which is commonly used from village to village to refer
to a female as in the phrases of mẹ đĩ (mother), or cái đĩ (daughter) from a male as in
thằng cu or thằng cò (boy). According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Phụng, the custodian of Triều
Khúc’s communal house, since 1992, they (the villagers) no longer refer to this dance as
con đĩ đánh bồng as it may cause misunderstandings; they simply refer to it as múa bồng
(bồng dance) as their village’s cultural identity. The village rituals and festival were
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revived as soon as its communal house received official recognition of Historical-Cultural
Site (HCS) in 1993.
The village of Phùng Khoang is situated in the district of Từ Liêm. As the
Hagiology (Viện Thông tin Khoa học Xă hội 1995a) of the village states the village of
Phùng Khoang venerates a heroic figured named Đoàn Thượng, one of the loyal military
officers of the Lý dynasty, as their village guardian, titled Đông Hải Đại Vương (Lord of
the East Sea). The village festival in honour of the guardian deity is held on the seventh
and the eighth of First Month every year. This village also shares a mutual festival which
is held every five years with other four brother villages.
The village of Phù Lưu is located in Từ Sơn town of the district of Từ Sơn in Bắc
Ninh province. As Đỗ Thị Hảo (2010:58-60) states, Phù Lưu worships the two river
spirits known as Trương Hống and Trương Hát who are known to have been the two
followers of Triệu Việt Vương, King of the Vietnamese State of Vạn Xuân (544-602).
The festival is held on the fifteenth of the First Month. The communal house was
recognized as “Site of Traditional Architecture and Art” (di tích kiến trúc nghệ thuật
truyền thống) in 2012. According to Mrs Phạm Thị Thu Lan (interview, 23 April 2012),
deputy head of the SCHCS at the communal house, the village of Đình Bảng venerates
three spirits of natural bodies as their village guardian deity, Cao Sơn đại vương (Lord of
the land), Thủy bá đại vương (Lord of the water), and Bạch lệ đại vương (Lord of
cultivation). The communal house of Đình Bảng, unlike those of other villages, was left
untouched during the two wars. It was recognized as a Historical-Cultural Site in 1989.
According to Mr Đào Hữu Nghị (interview, 24 April 2012), the custodian of the
communal house, the village of Đại Thượng venerate three figures and a mountain spirit,
known as Quý Minh, as the village’s guardian deities. The festival in honour of these
deities is organized on the tenth of the Second Month of the lunar calendar. As Lịch sử
truyền thống làng Đại Thượng (The history of the tradition of the village of Đại Thượng)
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(Thôn Đại Thượng 2013:70) reports the communal house which is dedicated to the deities
was burnt out by the French troops in a battle in 1952. It was rebuilt and was recognized
as a Cultural-Historical Site in 1999.
On my visits to these villages, I met and had conversations with the communal
house custodians who spoke with open pride when talking about their guardian deities
and their village festivals in honour of them. Moreover, I studied the scrolls of the deities’
personal history known as thần tích (hagiology) and the thần sắc (imperial decrees of
appointment) issued by different dynastic regimes. Those documents are often protected
with strict security in a red lacquered wooden trunk at the sanctuaries of the communal
houses. However, most of original scrolls and imperial decrees were damaged during the
time of the two wars and the land reform. The current documents are copies from the
archive collections filed at the Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies (Viện Nghiên cứu Hán
Nôm), the National Library of Vietnam (Thư viện Quốc gia Việt Nam), and the library of
the Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences (Viện Hàn lâm Khoa học Xã hội Việt Nam), or
the translated accounts written by local authorities or communities in application for the
recognition of the religious buildings as Historical-Cultural Sites. A great number of the
current accounts of village guardian deities’ hagiologies and scrolls of imperial decree of
appointment at the sanctuaries of communal houses are translated versions made in the
1990s by the Institute of Information and Social Science. A number of the communal
houses, which were used as the headquarters for the local revolutionary forces during the
war against the French and the Japanese, have been recognized as “Revolutionary Sites”
(di tích cách mạng).
5.2.

The Ritual Organization
In recent years, the cult of village guardian deities has changed dramatically in

terms of ritual process and organization. A number of social and socio-political
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organizations such as the Council of Notables, the Literati, and the fraternal associations
(giáp), which used to play a very important role in the rituals in honour of the village
guardian deities at many ethnic Vietnamese villages in northern Vietnam, have now been
replaced by a new model. The participation of the local socio-political organizations and
offices ensures the rituals and festive activities uphold local cultural identities against the
revival of widespread practices such as the burning of votive paper and gambling. At the
ten villages I visited, the Literati and fraternal associations are no longer active. These
organizations have receded from view; very few elderly men are fluent in classical
Chinese and the invocation scripts are all written in modern Vietnamese. The new model
consists of organizations which have been either established by law or at the will of a
local community. The figure below (Figure 3) illustrates the involvement of local
governmental institutions and local social organizations in the rituals and festivals in
honour of village guardian deities and the relationship between them.

The People's Committee

Festival committee

Committee of Cultural and Historical Sites

Legends
Manage and give
directives to
Report to

Sub-committee of Cultural and Historical Sites

Custodian

RitualofBoard
Board
Rituals

Figure 3: How ritual organizations are established and operate
Source: Author.

The Ban di tích (committee of historical and cultural sites), a body established by
the People’s Committee, is responsible for the management of all historical and cultural
sites in a locality including the communal house or shrine/shrines in honour of the
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guardian deities. A Committee of Historical and Cultural Sites (referred to as CHCS) is
chaired by either the chairman or a deputy chairman of the People’s Committee of a ward
in urban regions or a commune in rural region. A CHCS mediates between a local
community and the local government. This committee prepares the applications for
financial support and permission to restore a historical and cultural site when it is in a
ramshackle state.
Reporting to the CHCS, a tiểu ban di tích (sub-committee of historical and
cultural sites, referred to as SCHCS) is established by the decision of the People’s
Committee to take care of a particular site (a pagoda, a temple, a shrine, or a communal
house) (see figure above). A Sub-Committee is either chaired by a village chief of a rural
commune or a head of a residential quarter of an urban ward. The Sub-Committee may be
a community-based model. In this case, the elderly villagers and representatives of
lineages have more power than the local cadres or the representatives of local sociopolitical institutions in the management of the site and in the organization of the festival.
The Sub-Committees of the communal houses of the villages of Qua Nhân, Hạ Yên
Quyết, Phùng Khoang, Giáp Nhất, and Cự Chính are of this model.
The Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites may be a non-community-based
model. In this case, the local cadres and representatives of socio-political organization
have more power than the elderly villagers and representatives of lineages in the
management of the site and the organization of the festival. Most members of the subcommittee are representatives from the party cells, the Fatherland Front, the Women
Union, and Association of Veterans. Of the villages I visited, the Sub-Committees of the
communal houses of the villages of Triều Khúc, Đại Vi, Đại Thượng, Đồng Kị, Phù Lưu,
Lim, and Đình Bảng are of this model.
To perform the rituals at the communal house and shrine dedicated to the guardian
deities, a SCHCS selects a thủ từ (custodian) and establishes several ban (boards), or đội
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(teams) to perform the rituals or conduct other tasks for the rituals. The number and the
name of such bodies vary from locality to locality.
The Thủ từ (custodian) is an elderly person (male or female) selected for the
responsibility of looking after a communal house or a shrine and performing the monthly
rituals on the sóc (first) and the vọng (fifteenth) day in honour of the guardian deities. A
custodian’s tenure is two or three years, or may last as long as the custodian is well
enough to provide his service and manages to show his prestige in the community.
According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Phụng (interview, 22 April 2012), at the village of Triều
Khúc, the custodians of the communal house and the shrine dedicated to the guardian
deity have a tenure of three years. However, they are eligible to work for one or two more
terms as long as they have done their work well. If a village venerates a male guardian
deity, the village is to be selected an elderly man as the custodian. And if the deity is a
woman, an elderly woman is to be selected as the custodian. For example, the village of
Quan Nhân has a male and a female custodian as the village venerates male figure as the
guardian deity and his wife as the goddess.
The criteria for being a custodian are based on the traditional customs and
traditions of a particular village or community. According to the regulations on
preservation of the historical sites of Yên Hòa ward of Cầu Giấy district (Ban di tích lịch
sử phường Yên Hòa 2002: 1-2), the custodian must be an elderly person who is
nominated by the Association of the Elderly and appointed by the SCHCS. The custodian
works on a voluntary basis to take care of the communal house, perform the monthly
rituals, and open the communal house for the villagers to pray to the guardian deities on
ceremonial occasions or for the local social and socio-political organizations to hold
meetings at the communal house. From my interviews with the communal house
custodians and heads of the SCHCS at the selected villages in the Red River delta, I have
observed that while most custodians are not paid, they are eligible to collect the offerings
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including the cash, known as tiền giọt dầu (cash for oil and candles) which visitors
present to the guardian deities. This income reciprocates their service.

Figure 4: The elderly men of the ritual team of the village of Phùng Khoang in 2012 festival
Source: Author.

The responsibility of performing rituals, especially the solemn rituals known as tế,
performed during the festival or major ceremonial occasions in a year, is often handed
over a to board or a team. These bodies may be known as Ban tế lễ, or Ban Khánh tiết
(ritual board), or Đội tế (ritual team). Membership of these bodies is male-based. For
example, the ritual team of the village of Phùng Khoang consists of 16 members who are
the elderly men (as shown in figure 4). They are responsible for performing the tế rituals
in honour of the guardian deity during the festival and on major ceremonial occasions.
A female-based ritual team known as đội dâng hương (incense offering team) and
the sênh tiền dance team also often participate in the process of a tế ritual in honour of the
village guardian deities. Sênh tiền (castanets with coins stringed) is a Vietnamese
traditional musical instrument with three pieces of wood or bamboo with old Chinese
coins attached by strings. Sênh tiền is used to keep timing for the dances (Vũ Tô
2002:160). For the village of Quan Nhân as shown in Figure 5, the female members of
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the Sênh tiền dance team are presenting a performance in honour of the guardian deity.
This performance involves playing the castanets with coins stringed and dancing in tune
with the traditional music. For several villages such the village of Hạ Yên Quyết, Phù
Lưu, and Đại Vi, Ban khánh tiết (ritual board) is responsible for performing the tế rituals.
Normally, a board or a team responsible for the tế rituals has at least ten members. In
general, at the villages, regardless of being located in urban or rural regions, in the
contemporary Red River delta, the organization of the body responsible for the tế ritual
has been revived with a model similar to what it used to be in the pre-1945 period.

Figure 5: The female members of the sênh tiền dance team and the dâng hương team perform rituals in
honour of the guardian deity at the communal house of the village of Quan Nhân in 2015
Source: Author.

To raise funds, a Ban công đức (board of moral merit) is established to receive
donations from the villagers and visitors. Membership of this board is open to any adult
villager regardless of gender. The number of the members varies from village to village.
At the village of Đại Vi, the board of moral merit consists of five female members. At the
village of Quan Nhân, the Ban công đức has thirty members, of which ten are women. At
the village of Triều Khúc, this board has 20 members. In the pre-1945 era, the expenses
for the rituals and festive activities were mainly covered from the rental of village
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communal land. In the present time, the expenses of restoring the recognized communal
houses and shrines dedicated to the guardian deities are covered by the financial support
of the local or central government depending on the significance and grade of site
officially recognized. For example, according to Mr Đào Hữu Nghị (interview, 24 April
2012), in 2010 the village of Đại Thượng received a fund of 200 million đồng (about
10,000 USD) from the provincial government to restore its communal house. The
expenses for the rituals and festive activities come from donations and the fees which
every household has to pay. The fees for rituals and festive activities vary from village to
village. However, the normal contribution is from 10 thousand to 50 thousand đồng for
the organization of the village festival; at the village of Phù Lưu, each household has to
pay 50 thousand (2.5 USD).
The Ban hậu cần (board of logistics) is responsible for preparing the offerings to
the guardian deities for the rituals. Members of this board of logistics are all female. The
number of members varies from village to village. According to Mrs Đỗ Thị Bình
(interview, 04 March 2015) who has been working for over eight years as a member of
the board of logistics under the SCHCS of the village of Quan Nhân, the board is
comprised of thirty-four female members. Offerings usually include flowers, fruits, betel
and areca, sticky rice, rice alcohol and lễ tam sinh (sacrifice of three animals such as
chicken, pig, cow or buffalo, depending on a village’s customs). This board is also
responsible for preparing food for banquets at the communal house on major ceremonial
occasions. Banquets are also important during a village festival. After the rituals, a
banquet is often organized at the communal house. Everyone eats and drinks in a cosy
atmosphere according to their rank. A village festival is also a good opportunity for
family reunion. Every household in the village organizes a feast to treat their friends and
colleagues coming to attend the festival as visitors.
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Apart from those above-mentioned boards or teams, an SCHCS of a village
establishes a board of secretaries or a board of finance to write the minutes of the subcommittee’s meetings held at the communal house and to manage the funds from
donations and other sources of income.
To manage a festival in honour of the guardian deities of a village, a Festival
Committee is established. The Festival Committee has to report to the Office of Culture
(Phòng văn hóa) of the local government about the time, place, and programme of the
festival, and the list of the members of the Festival Committee. The head of the Festival
Committee is the village chief or the head of the residential quarter. Membership of this
committee is by nomination of the SCHCS. Therefore, festival committees are either
community-based or non-community-based. For a community-based festival committee,
in the case of the village of Hạ Yên Quyết, as Mr Nguyễn Minh Thảo (interview, 20 April
2012) states, the elderly people and representatives of lineages play the decisive role in
the organization of the festival. Members of this committee are the representatives
(usually the head) from the boards and teams that the SCHCS has established to manage
the rituals and recreational activities, the heads of the hamlets or residential quarters. For
a non-community-based festival committee, in the case of the village of Triều Khúc, as
Mr Đào Hữu Nghị (interview, 24 April 2012) says, most of the members of the committee
are the local cadres and representatives from the local socio-political organizations such
as the Fatherland Front, the party cell, and the Association of Veterans. Obviously, they
have the decisive power in the organization of the festival over the elderly and
representatives of lineages. At rural villages, most of the members of these institutions are
local people, or local people who have returned home after they retire. However, at urban
communities, members of these institutions include a number of the retired cadres and
people from other places coming to settle.
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5.3

The Ritual Cycles and the Influence of the Market Economy
Rituals performed at a village communal house or shrine to honour the village

guardian deities are divided into two categories: customary rituals and major rituals.
Customary rituals are performed on the first of the month (sóc), the fifteenth (vọng) of the
month, at the start and end of a growing season or a climatic spell, on the New Year days
and some traditional holidays.
Village ritual cycle is based on tứ thời, bát tiết (four seasons and eight climatic
spells). At the beginning and the end of every season, climatic spell, or growing and
harvesting season in a year, a formal ritual is held to propitiate the guardian deities in
gratitude for their blessing and protection to have good health, good luck, and especially a
good harvest season. Major rituals are required to be performed with well-regulated rites
which are deeply ingrained with folklore. As noted earlier, of those rites, the most solemn
are the tế, which very much resemble the dynastic court rites including kowtowing and
sacrificial offerings. Tế, or grand sacrifice, is the most important and sacred rite of the
communal house rituals. In recent years, although the ritual organization and ritual
process have undergone dramatic changes, it is the priority of the elderly males to
perform the tế rituals; the local cadres have taken no part in performing these rituals.
Normally, sacrificial offerings involve slaughtering three of the common poultry and
cattle (tam sinh): cow, pig, and chicken. At the village of Đại Vi, a black pig is
slaughtered as a sacrifice to the guardian deities (Trần Lạng 1993:26). At the village of
Phùng Khoang, a boiled chicken, a cooked pig head, and steamed sticky rice are also
offerings to the guardian deities. In the past, each fraternal association of the village had
to prepare a pig and a tray of sticky rice to present to the guardian deities (Viện Thông
Tin Khoa Học Xã Hội 1995a: 25).
Of all the annual rituals, the village festival is comprised of the most important
spiritual and recreational ceremonial occasion in honour of guardian deities. Primarily, a
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village festival consists of two elements: the lễ (rituals) and the hội (festive activities). Lễ
are religious rites in honour of the village guardian deities whereas hội are recreational
activities such as singing, dancing, sport and games. Lễ are solemn and sacred, whereas
hội are exciting and entertaining (Đinh Gia Khánh and Lê Hữu Tầng 1993:34; Thạch
Phương and Lê Trung Vũ 1995:234; Nguyễn Quang Lê 2001:22). Days before the
festival, the refurbishment and ornamentation of the communal house or shrine are carried
out. Walls are repainted; objects of worship are cleaned or replaced with new ones;
lanterns and festival flags are flown; pathways are swept and cleaned. Every household in
the village ornaments their own houses and surrounding areas. At the same time, practice
and rehearsal of rituals and recreational activities are conducted. Members of the music
band practice playing the drum with three different melodies to accompany the
processions of the coming festival; some boy and girl assistants practice carrying
palanquins, placards, and flags while the others who take part in the “human chess”
games practice moving on the chessboard drawn on the courtyard of the communal house
according to the flag orders.
Apart from the games, dances, and drama, a village festival is a good opportunity
for villages which have vowed to be in brotherhood (kết chạ) with one another to organize
mutual processions as they venerate the same figure as their village guardian deities.
Customarily, the villages take turn to host the mutual procession and rituals at the
communal houses. Through mutual festive activities, the villages can get to know the
customs and traditions of the neighbouring villages and help one another when in need. A
number of villages in the Red River delta have the relationship of kết chạ with one
another because they venerate the same god or goddess as their village guardian deity, or
they share the same geographical location, or the same history. For example, every five
years, the village of Quan Nhân, Cự Chính, Giáp Nhất, and Phùng Khoang organize a
mutual festival in honour of their village guardian deities on the twelfth of the Second
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Month of the lunar calendar. The 2015 mutual festival of these villages was hosted by the
village of Cự Chính27. On the twelfth of the Second Month, each of the brother village’s
procession proceeded to the communal house of Cự Chính for mutual tế rituals in honour
of the guardian deities. According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Phụng (interview, 22 April, 2012),
the village of Triều Khúc has a kết chạ relation with the village of Đường Lâm, located in
Sơn Tây town southwest of Hanoi, about 30 kilometres from Triều Khúc, and three other
villages as they venerate the same national hero, Phùng Hưng, as their guardian deity.
Every year, when a village organizes its festival, other “brother” villages send a
delegation to join the rituals at the communal house of the host village.
The Festival Process
A village festival is the cultural religious unity of the sacred and the profane
which intertwine with one another with blurring borders (Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý
2005; Nguyễn Duy Hinh 1996; Phạm Minh Thảo, Trần Thị An et al. 1997; Ðặng Thế Ðại
2001). The rites performed at the communal houses of the villages which I visited vary a
little from one another. Normally, the communal rituals during a village festival
customarily consist of eight rites as described here.
First, rước nước, water procession, is a rite which is normally performed a day
before the village festival. Water from sources such as the village well, pond, or nearby
river, is poured into a big china jar placed on a palanquin, and shouldered by two or four
people back to the communal house or shrine. This rite originates from an ancient
religious practice, the fertility cult, of the agriculture of growing rice. The water is to be
used in the veneration of village guardian deities. In recent years, of the villages I visited,
due to social and environmental changes, no village has organized the rước nước ritual as
they used to do in pre-revolutionary period. Moreover, it is not obligatory that communal
house rituals of every village include a water procession. As Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang
27

Cự Chính has been constituted from the two single villages of Chính Kinh and Cự Lộc.
106

(interview, 12 May 2012) states, the village of Đại Vi used to organize the rite of water
procession from the village well during its annual festival.
Whenever a water procession is organized, getting water from a clean source to
offer to village guardian deities is part of the communal house rituals. As Mr Thân
recalled, Quan Nhân village used to organize a water procession from the village well to
the communal house for the rituals. The procession was often one day before the festival.
The procession included a team of dragon dancers, a team of traditional music players, a
pair of boy assistants, and members from the ritual team. Water was contained in a big jar
with red silk ribbons around its neck. The jar was put on a red wax-tree painted palanquin
with elaborate golden engravings (Ngô Văn Thân, interview, 05 May 2012). However,
today, due to urbanization and other reasons, the village well has been cleared and the
water procession is no longer performed. The custodian himself uses the water from rain
contained in a cement tank in the precinct of the communal house for purifying the
guardian statue and the altars in the communal house.
Second, mộc dục, purification, is a rite performed after the rite of water
procession. The purpose of this rite is to wash and clean the statues or wooden tablets of
the guardian deities using the water of the previous rite and some perfumed herbs before
the official festival days. This rite is to be performed with the participation of the
communal house custodian (cụ từ) and some members of the ritual team.
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Figure 6: The house where the village of Quan Nhân perform the Purification Rite in honour
of the guardian deity, Hùng Lãng Công.
Source: Author.

According to Mr Nguyễn Đình Hồng (interview, 04 May 2012), the custodian of
the communal house of Quan Nhân village, to participate in this rite, all selected members
should purify themselves by practicing austerities for several days before; they must
avoid saying colloquial words or using slang; they must be physically well; they must
also abstain from attending funerals. Normally, purification is performed at night in the
sanctuary of the village communal house or village shrine. However, the place where this
rite is performed can vary from village to village. Some villages have a house which is
used only for this rite. Quan Nhân village reserves an eight-roofed house (as shown in
Figure 6 above) out of the precinct of communal house for this service. The house is
located right past the old gate of the village on the left hand side of the path to the
communal house. Except for the time when the village festival is going on, this building
serves as a reading room for the villagers. The village of Đại Vi performs the Purification
Rite at the sanctuary of the communal house. While washing and cleaning the statues or
tablets of the village guardian deities, participants must wear red veils and gloves to make
sure that they are purified (Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May 2012).
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Although there are no professional clergy persons, the organization of the cult of
guardian deities is hierarchically constituted from various bodies with different functions
in the ritual space. The purpose of the important tế rituals is to express the gratitude of all
the villagers for the blessings and protection of the guardian deities for the past year and
their prayers for further blessings and protection. The number of the ritual men and their
functions in a tế ritual varies from one village to another. Customarily, a tế rite requires
the participation of a chủ tế, a ritual chief, to represent the entire village in
communicating with the guardian deities; four bồi tế, the ritual men standing right behind
the chief to assist the chief in performing the rituals; two nội tán or chấp sự on either side
of the ritual chief to assist him to go onto and off the inner mat; one or two thượng hương,
or incense givers, to approach to the altar and place the incense into the bowl; one or two
ẩm phúc, or libation givers, to approach to the altar and place the rice liquor in cups or
jars on the altar; one đông xướng (East presenter) and one tây xướng (West presenter) to
shout out the commands and orders of the rites during a tế ritual.
During tế rituals, all members of the ritual team must wear ritual garb, hats, and
boots. For some villages, these clothes were bought from the shops which specialize in
selling ritual clothes. On my visit back to the village of Đại Vi in March in 2015, I was
surprised to see that the ritual men were wearing ritual clothes in different colours and
patterns. When asked, Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 22 March 2015) explained that
the ritual clothes for the village’s ritual men had been bought from a shop in Từ Sơn
town, about 5 kilometres away. However, he had to buy another ten sets of clothes as the
ritual team had ten new members and that was why they did not look uniform.
The process of a tế ritual is intricate, with various steps which may vary from
village to village. In general, a tế ritual often runs through four phases namely: nghênh
thần (welcoming the guardian deity), hiến lễ (offering sacrifice or presenting the sacrifice
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to the deity), ẩm phúc (receiving gifts or receiving the return of the offerings from the
deity), and lễ tạ (giving thanks to the deity).
The festival of Đình Bảng is organized from the fourteenth to the sixteenth of the
Third Month of the lunar calendar. The festival is in honour of the eight kings of the Lý
dynasty (1009-1225) and the village guardian deities, Cao Sơn đại vương (Lord of the
land), Thủy bá đại vương (Lord of the water), and Bạch lệ đại vương (Lord of
cultivation). The eight kings of the Lư are venerated at Đô temple and the guardian deities
are venerated at the communal house located at the centre of the village. The tế is the
most important rite of the rituals in honour of the deity venerated by the community
village. The participants in tế rites (see Figure 7) are ritual men who are dressed in blue
garb and coned hats. The hats are embroidered with two long black waist-length ribbons
at the back. Generally, the ritual clothes imitate the feudal court clothes worn by dynastic
mandarins. The ritual chief wears red ritual garb and red hats. On performing the rite, the
ritual men kowtow on one of the three sedge woven mats which are placed one after
another in a row in front of the altar in the central bay of the communal house and bow to
the altar of the deities. In terms of process of a tế rite, the ritual chief has to kowtow and
bow four times in each phase of the rite, except in the hiến lễ. The hiến lễ consists of three
different steps (presenting incense and candles, presenting betel and areca nuts, and
presenting rice alcohol and sacrifice); for each step of this phase, the ritual chief has to
kowtow and bow four times.
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Figure 7: The ritual men kowtowing to perform the tế ritual at Đô temple during 2012
festival of the ward of Đình Bảng in Bắc Ninh province
Source: Author.

According to the hagiology of the village of Đại Vi, a tế rite often proceeds in
strict orders of steps and is often divided into three stages: getting ready, presenting
incense, and presenting rice alcohol and sacrifice. The three stages require the ritual men
to kowtow and bow to the guardian deities. The libation (presenting rice alcohol and
sacrifice) is comprised of three steps: sơ hiến (initial libation), á hiến (second libation),
and chung hiến (final libation) (Trần Lạng 1993:18-19). The initial libation also includes
the reciting of the invocation script to chant the honourable and heroic deeds of the
guardian deities for the country, as well as to the local community, and of the deities’
blessings for the year. It is the task of the ritual chief to recite the invocation scripts. The
final libation includes the burning of the invocation script, to validate the prayers of the
village to the guardian deities. In front of the altar, three mats, or four in some other
villages, are to be placed in a line one after another; the first mat or chiếu thượng (upper
mat) is for the rite of presenting offerings (tiến tước) and reciting the invocation script
(đọc chúc văn); the second or chiếu giữa (middle mat) is for receiving the return of the
offerings from the deities (ẩm phúc), and the third or chiếu hạ (lower mat) is for the rite
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of kowtowing and bowing to the guardian deities (see Appendix E). Normally, a tế rite in
honour of the guardian deities at the communal house of a village proceeds through
twenty steps which are shouted by the east and west instructors. The rite begins with khởi
chinh cổ (ring the gongs and drums) and ends with lễ tất (end of ritual). As soon as the
official ritual ends, music is played and all the villagers come to pray to the guardian
deities.
The fourth, rước, palanquin procession, is the core of a village festival. It often
attracts the participation of a great number of people and mobilises most of the resources
of a village. In a procession, the statues or tablets of village guardian deities on red
palanquins with elaborate engravings of dragons and patterns are moved from a village
shrine to the communal house (nhập tịch) and back to the shrine again (hoàn cung), or
from the communal house to the village pagoda and backwards. The purpose of the
procession is to accompany the village guardian deities on their tour around the village, to
see the prosperity and fertility of the community which has been under their protection for
the past year.
The festival of the village of Phùng Khoang is organized on the 8 of the First
Month of the Lunar Calendar, after the New Year holidays. This festival is honour of a
heroic army leader of the Lý dynasty (1000-1054) named Đoàn Thượng. Đoàn Thượng
was appointed as guardian deity with the title of “‘Đông hải Đại vương” (Lord of the East
Sea) by successive dynastic regimes. The deity is venerated at the communal house which
was recognized as a Historical-Cultural Site in 1991. During the festival of Quan Nhân,
the statues of the guardian deity and the goddess are accompanied around the village
towards the Hội Xuân shrine on the 11 of the First Month (of the lunar year) (Lễ hội làng
Quan Nhân, video recording, 03 March 2012).
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Figure 8: The procession of the village of Quan Nhân parading through the narrow street
from the communal house to the communal house of the village of Cự Chính in 2015 mutual
festival of the five Mọc villages.
Source: Author.

The procession is often organized in well-documented plans and the order of the
participants is regulated. Although the order of a parade may vary from one village to
another, in general, the procession of the cult enacts a sort of idealized social order. For
procession of the festival of Quan Nhân (as shown in Figure 8 above), apart from the
traditional flags, the procession includes the flags of Vietnam. The procession also
includes the participation of the Buddhist woman devotees. Normally, a procession
involves the participation of a number of boys, or boys and girls (the villages of Đại Vi
and Đại Thượng select only boy assistants for the procession). To be selected as boy or
girl assistants, they must satisfy certain criteria. Specifically, they must be adolescent, of
medium build, and good-looking; they are also boys who behave well in the village and
have a good family background. The definition of “a good family” relates to the State’s
classification of “cultural family” (“gia đình văn hóa”) in the national movement of “toàn
dân đoàn kết xây dựng đời sống văn hóa” (“all the people unite together to build a
cultural life”) launched in 1998. For the village of Đại Vi, as Mr Nguyễn Đ. B. (interview,
22 March 2015), a hamlet head, states, a good family is one that abides the law and the
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Party-State’s policies and conscientiously participates in the movements launched by the
local authorities. Moreover, all the members of the family live together in harmony and
actively help other people in need in the community.
Fifth, as soon as the parade gets to the communal house, another tế rite is
performed. Then, everybody can pray to the guardian deity according to their social status
and position in the village. The elderly and the local officials have the privilege to come
first, and then come the people who carry the palanquins, those who hold the flags,
members of the music band, and finally, the common villagers and visitors.
Sixth, túc trực is to serve the guardian deities, embodied by their statues or tablets,
as soon as they reside in the communal house after the procession to witness the village
festival. The time the deities are to reside in the communal house depends on how long
the festival lasts. During the festivals, to serve the deities, several villagers and ritual men
are nominated to take turn to be present at the communal hall day and night.
Seventh, hèm takes a variety of forms from village to village, even in the case
where two or more villages venerate the same figure as their village guardian deity. Hèm
can be taboos such as avoiding referring to any words or phrases that include the names
of the deities. For example, at the village of Đại Vi, the words: khanh, thái, ngọ, mai, and
đa are not allowed to be used as they are reserved only for the village guardian deities
(Trần Lạng 1993:22). Hèm can also be achieved through sacrificial offerings of the
favourite food of the venerated figures while they were alive. Bảo Tháp village in Bắc
Ninh province honours a figure named Lê Văn Thịnh, who was one of the highest-ranking
mandarins in the court of the Lý dynasty, as its village guardian deity. During the village
festival, a sacrifice of a toasted mè fish28 is to be presented to the deity as it was one of the
foods he had eaten before his last moments in life (Nguyễn Duy Nhất 2008:222). In
addition, hèm can be a performance which re-enacts the daily routines of the deities when
28

A type of fresh water fish, belonging to the carp family.
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alive, maybe a characteristic, a habit, or a hobby. This rite is often closed to the public
and performed in the sanctuary by a limited number of participants. One of the reasons
that hèm is kept closed to the public is to ensure the sacredness of this rite.
Rã đám is a rite to close the festival. In the past, village festivals normally last for
ten, twenty days, or even one month before the closing rite. According to the communal
house custodian, the festival of the village of Đại Vi used to last for ten days from the 6th
to the 16th of the Second Month of the lunar calendar. For the present-day Đại Vi, the
closing ritual of festival of Đại Vi takes place on the 11th of the Second Month. For the
village of Phùng Khoang, the closing ceremony of the 2012 festival of the village of
Phùng Khoang included a procession of the deities back to the village shrine and a tế
ritual. The procedures of the parade were the same as the procession from the shrine to
the communal house. The ritual men were dressed in blue ritual garb and wearing blue
turbans.
However diverse these performances and contests are, as far as their contents are
concerned, they can be categorized in two major groups: those that are related to
agricultural production, and those that represent historic events. Firstly, performances and
contests are representations about rice cultivation, including processes such as ploughing,
sowing, irrigation, tending, harvesting, and others. The performances and contests are
both symbolic and magic. They primarily represent the wishes and prayers of the peasants
to the deities for prosperity, better luck, and better crops. Secondly, performances and
contests are presentations of historic events, especially battles or victories for the cause of
national defence, or of certain heroic figures such as the two Trưng Sisters, Trần Hưng
Đạo, or legendary figures such as Thánh Gióng, and Sơn Tinh (God of the mountains).
The village of Triều Khúc in Hà Nội, during its festival, performs a rite called chạy cờ,
which represents the tactical exercises, using flags to transmit orders, of the troops of the
heroic military leader Phùng Hưng, who ruled dynastic Vietnam in the eighth century.
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Recreational Activities
The hội is the most exciting and notable part of a festival. Hội are recreational
activities. However, upon closer examination of hội, one would recognize that
recreational activities of hội such as rowing, wrestling, or tug of war also make religious
sense (Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự 1998:57). Rowing, for example, is a recreational
activity and is also a ritual associated with the rice-growing tradition of worship of the
God of water. The festivals to revere God of water is normally organized at the beginning
of the raining season (from the third month to the fifth month of the lunar
calendar).Whatever different traditions and customs each village has, the recreational
activities mainly consist of two components: performances, and games and contests.
Performances are comprised of traditional drama, folk songs, and plays. Games and
contests used to be called bách hí, of which there are many, and involved prizes for the
winners. However, villages do not necessarily have the same performances and contests.
And there are various forms of traditional drama and folk songs which are closely related
to the communal house rituals: Tuồng drama: tuồng, or hát bội, is a traditional opera
which is a popular art form of the common people; Chèo drama, as Trần Mạnh Thường
(2005:213) states, is also a form of musical theatre with dances, traditionally performed
by peasants in the courtyard of a communal house in many villages in the Red River
delta. Unlike tuồng, chèo may be performed with or without a stage; chèo reflects the
daily life of the peasants, especially the hardships, faithfulness, and sacrifices of the
women in rural areas: Hát quan họ (as shown in Figure 9 below) is popular in many
villages in Bắc Ninh province. It involves two groups, the male and the female, singing in
response to each other; Ca trù or hát cửa đình (singing in the courtyard of a communal
house), as Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý (2005:522) state, is also a form of ritual musical
genre which includes singing and dancing in honour of a deity or a craft ancestor. This
musical genre is performed on ceremonial occasions and festivals.
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Figure 9: A stage set up for singing Quan họ songs at Lim festival in 2012
Source: Author.

Besides the above-mentioned traditional musical theatre, games and contests are
recreational activities that attract the attention of all the festival participants. Games and
contests, to a great extent, are the representations of agricultural cultivation activities, of
historic events, or of traditions and customs. Different villages organize their festivals
with different games and contests according to their geographical conditions and
traditions. The popular games and contests include wrestling, rowing, buffalo fights,
rooster fights, human chess, the bamboo-swing and cooking rice. Although cooking rice
is a daily habit, at festival time cooking rice is organized as one of the contests in which
teams of three villagers (from different hamlets of a village) compete with one another to
win prizes. In this kind of contest, rice has to be cooked in a china pot held in a bamboo
frame tied to a pole. The two members of the team shoulder the pole one at each end and
walking around a particular path set by the festival organizers while the third member of
the team holds a torch of dry bamboo attempting to cook the rice to the cheering of the
attendants.
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At the Lim festival in 2012, the games organized included swinging, playing
chess, and breaking china pots. In the game of breaking china pots, the participants were
blind folded while holding a stick and moved within the two lines toward a frame where
the china pots were hung. As soon as he or she reached a rope signalling where to stop, he
or she could only hit once, from about five metres away. Prizes for a person who could
break a pot might include a can of soft drink, a DVD, a small souvenir, a cassette player
or a video player.

Figure 10: A traditional game called đập niêu (smashing china pots) at the Lim festival 2012
Source: Author.

The đập niêu (see Figure 10 above) attracted many boys and girls. This game was
organized by the Youth Union of the village of Lũng Sơn in Lim town in order to both
create a playground for the teenagers and to raise funds for the Youth Union. To be
registered to play a boy or a girl had to pay 2000 đồng (approximately 0.1 USD).
Most of the activities organized during village festivals are tradition and custombased games and musical performances which help to meet the recreational demands of
villagers for relaxing during the intervals of the agricultural crop rotations. These games
and performances render both recreational and spiritual meanings. In recent years,
traditional games and performances have been revived at the same time as the vitality of
festivals. However, the traditional games and performances have also had a new look with
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the appearance of modern games and performances such as contests of badminton,
volleyball, or table tennis. In recent years, the rituals and festivals have been affected
considerably by the market economy, a development which will be discussed in the
following section.
The Influence of the Market Economy
Village festivals not only provide local people opportunities to express their
respect and gratitude to their guardian deities and to relax by means of recreational and
musical activities, but they also bring economic benefit. The services during a village
festival can be categorized into: providing parking spaces for bicycles, motorbikes, and
cars; selling ready-prepared offerings and souvenirs, and catering.

Figure 11: Rows of shops and kiosks selling fruits, flowers, and souvenirs at Lim festival 2012
Source: Author.

The yearly Lim festival, located in Lim town of Tiên Du district of Bắc Ninh
province, attracts a great number of visitors. In the 2012 festival, the parking spaces
which had been registered with the authority were not capable of meeting the increasing
demand during the three-day festival. A lot of households took advantage of the situation:
they used their garden, or front yard as parking space with a very high fee from 20
thousand to 25 thousand đồng (from 1 USD to 1.2 USD) per motorbike. This price
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doubled or tripled the normal market price. The price fluctuated according to the process
of the festival. As major rituals were being performed, crowds of visitors poured into the
festival space. Apart from the service to provide a parking space, makeshift kiosks were
set up to sell food for a quick meal such as noodles and rice as shown in the above figure
(Figure 11). The price for food was certainly higher than normal. Moreover, the Lim
festival was also a good time for local people to vend local products to visitors on the
streets to the festival ground.
In recent years, the ritual space of village festivals has changed due to the market
economy. For example, the offerings to the deities not only include the sacrifices which
are mainly agricultural products articulated in the hagiology, but also modern processed
items such as beer, cigarettes and biscuits.
At the festival held in the village of Đình Bảng, both real and toy banknotes
reflect the changes brought by a money economy. The Đô temple is located at the edge of
the village of Đình Bảng which is now Đình Bảng ward of Từ Sơn town in Bắc Ninh
province. According to the programme of the 2012 Đô temple festival of the People’s
Committee of Đình Bảng ward, the Đô temple was rebuilt in 1989 with funds from the
national budget, the local budget, and from donations (Ủy ban nhân dân phường Đình
Bảng 2012:1). The temple was built based on the architectural style of the Lê dynasty.
This temple is a place in honour of the eight kings of the Lý dynasty (1009-1225). Before
this temple was completed, the village of Đình Bảng organized their annual festival and
rituals in honour of their three guardian deities at the communal house which is located at
the centre of the village. Since the temple was completed, the annual festival of this
village has been organized at the new temple. However, rituals in honour of the guardian
deities have been performed at the communal house at the same time as rituals performed
at the new temple in honour of the eight Lý kings. This is a popular festival, which
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attracts a great number of visitors, and represents the respect, remembering, and moral
debt owed to the Lý kings by the local people and the Vietnamese people in general.

Figure 12: A man preparing the offerings and invocative papers to display on the altar inside
the Đô temple in 2012 festival
Source: Author.

During the Đô temple festival in 2012 (see Figure 12), visitors crowded to the
temple. They made prayers and presented trays of offerings and invocative items to the
deities. The items included invocative elaborately-printed banknotes which look real,
paper motorbikes, paper cars, or even paper housemaids. After a while, the invocative
items were burnt as a way of communicating with the deities and to obtain their
protection and blessing. Visitors to the festival even placed real banknotes of smaller
units on their trays of offerings and invocative papers, even leaving them on altars inside
and outside the sanctuary. The real banknotes are collected afterwards by the custodian
for the candles and incenses on ceremonial occasions.
Donation boxes are placed in every temple, shrine, pagoda, or communal house.
At the Đô temple festival in 2012, several desks were placed along the corridor to the
altars and the sanctuary of the temple for members of the CHCS to receive donations
from visitors and to issue certificates of moral merit to them (see Figure 13, above) in
recognition of their devotion. This festival was nationally significant and the chairman of
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the People’s Committee of Đình Bảng ward held the position of chairman of the Festival
Committee. Members of this committee were representatives from the party cell, the
People’s Council, the Fatherland Front, the Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites, the
local police, healthcare and other socio-political organizations (Ủy ban nhân dân phường
Đình Bảng 2012:2).

Figure 13: Members of the Board of Moral Merit receiving donations and filling out the
Certificates of Moral Merit for visitors at the Đô temple 2012 festival.
Source: Author.

Regulations on the management of money from donations are applied differently
by different local authorities. In many cases, local communities have the overall authority
over this kind of money. The management of donation varies from place to place. At a
village, it may be managed by the local committee of historical cultural sites (CHCS) or
by the custodian of the religious building at another village. For the village of Quan Nhân,
a Board of Finance which reports to the Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites is
established to manage the money from donations. Every three months on a Thursday
morning, a meeting is organized at the communal house where decisions to open the
donation boxes are made and a member of the sub-committee of finance reports on the
balance to the CHCS. The local authorities have no control over the funds of the CHCS.
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According to Mr Ngô Văn Thân, the CHCS refuses to receive large donations in cash:
instead it assigns part of the restoration work for any villagers who wish to sponsor it. For
example, in 2012, a wealthy villager sponsored the rebuilding of the blue limestone fence
around the communal house complex worth over 300 million đồng (about over 16,000
USD) (Ngô Văn Thân, interview, 04 March 2012). As people are earning higher income
and have better living standards, they are more willing to donate towards the maintenance
of pagodas, temples, shrines, and communal houses.
Conclusion
In recent years, villages in both urban and rural areas in the Red River delta have
undergone dramatic changes which have, in turn, resulted in the transformation of the cultural
and religious life of the local people in general and the cult of guardian deities in particular.
As far as the ritual organization of the cult is concerned, although the structure and
membership of the SCHCS vary from village to village, the management of the communal
houses as historical-cultural sites and the organization of annual festivals in honour of
guardian deities, in general, have been enacted into two models of the sub-committee of
cultural-historical sites, of which one model enables local communities to have the initiative
and the other enables local authorities to have decisive power.
For the community-based model, the Association of the Elderly and lineages play an
important role in nominating members for the SCHCS and giving this sub-committee
assistance. For the Party-State-power-based model, most members of the SCHCS are local
cadres from the local authorities, the party cells, the Fatherland Front, and other sociopolitical and social organizations. In this case, the village elderly (men and women) and
representatives of lineages perform the role of giving assistance, support, and advice to the
SCHCS. In both models of management, the cult of village guardian has seen an increasing
participation of females in not only the ritual organization, but also the ritual procession and
festivals. I will present a more in-depth discussion about the role of women in the communal
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house ritual space in the two case-studies of the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi in Chapter
7 and Chapter 8.
Regarding rituals and festivals, village festivals provide spaces for the enactment of
traditional values and locality. Generally, the festivals of different villages share the same
procedure with particular rites, taboos, and recreational activities to follow. However, each
village adds its own rules or steps which make its identity. In the context of the market
economy, apart from changes in managing and running festivals, the powerful force of the
market economy has affected the festive and ritual space. Village festivals not only create
chances for everyone to relax and visit relatives, but also bring economic benefits for the local
people and the State.
During a village festival, a lot of canvas tents are set up to provide spaces for the local
villagers to sell local products, fruits, flowers, and invocative papers to visitors. The more
visitors and a festival attract the more donations the committee of historical-cultural sites or
the Festival Committee receives. The following chapters will investigate the two case-studies,
the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi, to present a more in-depth discussion about the
vigorous revival of the cults and the village dynamics which reflect tension and compromise
between local communities and authorities.
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CHAPTER 6

THE VILLAGE OF QUAN NHÂN AND THE VILLAGE OF ĐẠI VI

This chapter is the first of three to investigate the two case studies, the village of
Quan Nhân and the village of Đại Vi, in the context of a developing market economy and
rapid urbanization. The data for this chapter comes from interviews with the villagers and
local officials, from local documents such as annual reports, and observations. This
chapter profiles the two case study villages. Quan Nhân, one of the communities located
in a rural district of the city of Hanoi, has undergone not only dramatic administrative but
also social transformation due to urbanization and modernization. Unlike Quan Nhân, Đại
Vi, a village located in a rural area, has undergone a slower transformation. The chapter
seeks to establish the historical and socio-economic context for the two subsequent
chapters which present more in-depth analysis of the tension and compromise between
local community and authority through the lenses of the ritual space of the cult of village
guardian deities.
6.1

The Village of Quan Nhân
The History of Quan Nhân
According to Quan Nhân’s hagiology, the history of the village might date back to

the eighth or ninth century. The village venerated a figure known as Hùng Lãng Công as
its guardian deity. Hùng Lãng Công was a far descendant of the Hùng kings and his wife,
called Trương Mỵ nương (lady Trương Mỵ) was a native to village Quan Nhân of the
Nhân Mục commune. The hagiology reports that Hùng Lãng Công died heroically
following an ambush by the Nan Zhao army.29

29

Nan Zhao was a polity that flourished during the eighth and the ninth centuries. Its headquarters was
located in the present-day Yunnan in China. The Đại Việt sử ký toàn thư (the Complete Annals of the Great
Viet) also reports that the Nan Zhao invaded Giao Châu twice in AD 860 and in AD 863 (Ngô Sĩ Liên
2011:110, 111). Under the Chinese Tang’s rule, Giao Châu was a province which is now part of northern
Vietnam.
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The Đại Việt sử ký toàn thư (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:714) reports that in the early
eleventh century, when Lý Công Uẩn31 moved his headquarters to the Đại La citadel and
renamed this town as Thăng Long (rising dragon), Nhân Mục was one of the communes
in the outskirts of the Thăng Long capital city. During the early period of the Later Lê
dynasty, in order to strengthen the management of communes and villages, in 1490,
Emperor Lê Thánh Tông promulgated the central court’s policies on rural administration
to restructure rural communes; a commune with 600 households and over was to be
divided into two communes: a standard one with 500 households and a smaller one (Ngô
Sĩ Liên 2011:715). It was perhaps during this time, the Nhân Mục commune was divided
into two smaller communes of Nhân Mục Môn and Nhân Mục Cựu. The Nhân Mục Môn
consisted of the villages of Quan Nhân, Cự Chính, Hoa Kinh, Lý and Phùng Quang; the
Nhân Mục Cựu consisted of the two villages of Thượng Đình and Hạ Đình.
In 1723, the central court introduced new policies on rearranging the
administrative geography of a number of rural communes. As a result, the village of
Phùng Quang of the Nhân Mục Môn commune of the Thanh Trì district in Sơn Nam
region was upgraded into a commune and merged into Thiên Mỗ canton of the Từ Liêm
district of the Quốc Oai prefecture in Sơn Tây region (Ngô Cao Lãng 1975:57-71).32
Therefore, only four villages of Lý, Quan Nhân, Cự Lộc, and Hoa Kinh remained in the
Nhân Mục Môn commune.
During the Nguyễn dynasty, Quan Nhân was a village of the Nhân Mục Môn
commune of Khương Đình canton, Thanh Trì district, Thường Tín province in the upper
30

Its headquarters was located in the present-day Yunnan in China. The Đại Việt sử ký toàn thư (the
Complete Annals of the Great Viet) also reports that the Nan Zhao invaded Giao Châu twice in AD 860 and
in AD 863 (Ngô Sĩ Liên 2011:110, 111). Under the Chinese Tang’s rule, Giao Châu was a province which
is now part of northern Vietnam.
31
Lý Công Uẩn, who ruled from 1009 to 1028, was the emperor of the Đại Việt (the Great Viet) state. He
was the founder of the Later Lý dynasty.
32
Lịch triều tạp kỷ was an historical account written by Ngô Cao Lãng in classical Chinese in the early
nineteenth century and was later edited by Xiển Trai. This historical account was translated by Hoa Bằng
into modern Vietnamese and was first published in 1975.
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Sơn Nam region. The village was located on the outskirts southwest of Thăng Long,
capital city during feudal times, by the main road called Thượng Đạo to the capital over
Tô Lịch River. In 1831 and 1832, Emperor Minh Mệnh of the Nguyễn dynasty introduced
a new administrative reform and rearranged the administrative borders of the 29
provinces and the Thừa Thiên capital city. In 1831, the province of Hanoi was established
including the former Thăng Long city and most areas of the upper Sơn Nam region.
During this time, the village of Hoa Kinh was renamed as Chính Kinh and the village of
Lý was renamed as Giáp Nhất (Dương Thị The and Phạm Thị Thoa 1981:47).
Before 1945, like other villages, Quan Nhân made significant contributions to the
revolution against the Japanese. On the 21 July 1945, the village’s Militia Unit and all the
people of the village attacked and captured the Japanese rice granary which had once
been the bay where the guardian deity’s elephant was sheltered. All the rice was then
distributed to the local and neighbouring people who were suffering a severe famine. The
involvement of the communal house in the revolutionary movements against the Japanese
saved this religious complex and created favourable conditions for its official recognition
as a Historical-Cultural Site (to be discussed in greater depth in the following section). In
1956, Quan Nhân belonged to the Nhân Chính commune of Từ Liêm district. The
commune included, at that time, the traditional villages of Giáp Nhất, Quan Nhân and
Cựu Chính.
In 1997, Nhân Chính ward was established from the former Nhân Chính
commune of Từ Liêm district and administratively belonged to Thanh Xuân district of the
municipal Hanoi. Since then, the traditional Quan Nhân has been transformed into a
symbolic village consisting of five urban residential quarters (khu dân cư) of the Nhân
Chính ward. Today, Quan Nhân is about seven kilometres from the centre of Hanoi and is
located in one of the busiest industrial zones of Hanoi, with several factories, namely
Golden Star Rubber, Thăng Long Tobacco, and Hanoi Washing Powder. In addition, it is
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not far away from big universities which are situated along Motorway 6, such as the
University of Sciences, the University of Social Sciences and Humanities the University
of Hanoi, the University of Architecture, the University of Post and Telecommunications,
and the University of Security. Therefore, its location creates favourable conditions for
Quan Nhân for educational, cultural and economic development.
Quan Nhân’s Demography and Social Institutions
Before 1945, according to Mr Ngô Văn Thân, one of the oldest men in the village,
of the five Mọc villages, Quan Nhân was the village which had the biggest population.
The village was comprised of seven hamlets divided into the inner communities, namely
Cầu Ba, Ninh Phúc, Ao Nghè, and Lẻ and the outer communities, namely Chùa, Vườn
Điều and Cổng Hậu. The villagers divided themselves into five giáp (fraternal
associations) called Đan Hội, Hương Bào, Tân Khánh, Dục Khánh, and Xuân Thụy.
These fraternal associations had significant roles in village affairs, especially in the
communal house rituals to venerate the guardian deity. Quan Nhân was a village which
had a number of big lineages coming to settle with hundreds of years of history. During
this time, like many villages in the Red River delta, the ritual space of the village was
influenced by the social institutions at the village level such as the fraternal associations
(giáp), the Council of Notables (Hội đồng kỳ mục), and the Literati (Hội tư văn).
According the Mr Lê Thế Mọc (interview, 22 May 2012), one of my informants at the
village of Quan Nhân, the Council of the Notables was an institution which had the
highest power in village affairs, such as distributing communal land, selling titles,
managing common funds. This council also had the power to manage the communal
house rituals and festival. Moreover, members of this council were the ones who had the
first seating at the communal house on ceremonial occasions. The Literati, as Mr Lê Thê
Mọc states, was responsible for preparing the invocative scripts for the tế rituals at the
communal house. Members of this organization were scholars who were fluent in Hán
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and Nôm and had paid a fee to the common funds and organized ceremonial banquets.
They had the second seating at the communal house. The five fraternal associations of the
village took turn to prepare the offerings to the guardian deities, organize the banquets,
and appoint its members to participate in the organization of the village festival. The
heads of these associations had the third seating at the communal house.
From 1945 until 1997 when Nhân Chính commune was administratively upgraded
into an urban ward, the population of Quan Nhân grew steadily. Since 1997, due to rapid
urbanization, population growth of Nhân Chính wards in general and of Quan Nhân in
particular accelerated. In 2000, Nhân Chính ward had over 4,000 households with a
population of over 18,000 people (Ban Chấp hành Đảng bộ phường Nhân Chính
2012:143). In 2012, Nhân Chính Ward has 9,468 households with a population of
approximately 38,798 people divided into in a hundred and twelve residential groups out
of seventeen residential quarters (Ủy Ban Nhân dân phường Nhân Chính 2012:6).
Up to 2015, according to the introduction about Nhân Chính ward on the online
portal of the district of Thanh Xuân, Nhân Chính had reached a population of
approximately 40,000 people. Its population is divided into eighteen residential quarters.
Eleven out of the eighteen residential quarters are made up from former village
communities and the remaining seven quarters are made up from communities living in
urban streets of semi-detached houses and blocks of apartments. These seven residential
quarters are divided into fifty-six residential groups (Ủy ban Nhân dân quận Thanh Xuân
2015). For Quan Nhân, its population is made up of 53 lineages, of which three lineages
are constituted from outsiders coming to settle in this area. Most lineages have been
settled here for hundreds of years and have inter-relationships with one another. Of the
lineages, some big ones are the Nguyễn Đình, the Lê Sĩ, the Lê Trọng, the Lê Đình, the
Trương, the Đỗ, the Phạm, and the Nguyễn Văn. A number of the descendants from such
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lineages were degree holders in the dynastic examination system and were mandarins in
the dynastic administrations.
Table 2: Statistics of Quan Nhân’s households and population

Quarters
Ninh Phúc

Ninh Mỹ

Đoàn Kết

Xóm Chùa

Kiến Thiết
Total
Population

Groups
2

3

2

3

3

Group number
4

Households
215

5

303

6

202

7

240

8

230

19

250

20

350

21

170

22

201

23

145

24

285

25

231

26

240

13

3062
(Approximately) 10,717

Source: statistics provided by the heads of the residential quarters of Quan Nhân in March 2015

The social structure and population profile of Quan Nhân today has changed
dramatically. As the table above (Table 2) shows, the former traditional village is made
up from five urban residential quarters namely Ninh Phúc, Ninh Mỹ, Đoàn Kết, Chùa,
and Kiến Thiết with 3,062 households and a population of approximately 10,717 people.
They are the most populous among the residential quarters of Nhân Chính ward.
However, of the population of Quan Nhân, a great proportion is constituted of
people from other places coming to settle since the early 1990s. As far as the cult of the
guardian deity of Quan Nhân is concerned, this trend of immigration has brought
advantages and disadvantages. Firstly, as people from other places are coming to settle in
Quan Nhân, they are not only participating in the communal house rituals, but also
making donations to the common fund of the SCHCS. On festival days of the village of
Quan Nhân, apart from the lineages native to the village, the immigrants unite in two
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groups in presenting offerings to the guardian deities. I will present a more in-depth
discussion about this aspect in Chapter 7. Secondly, the immigration has caused overpopulation which, in turn, has reduced the communal house ritual space, especially for
spaces for the village festival in honour of the guardian deity. According Mrs Nguyễn
Thị Hiển (interview, 05 March 2015), assistant head of residential quarter number 26,
Kiến Thiết, at Quan Nhân, nearly 50 per cent of the population are people from other
places. Many people came to buy land and build houses, having settled in this area at the
height of urbanization from 1995 to 2001. Until 2010, the wave of people coming to settle
in these quarters declined as the native people have no more land to sell. In the Kiến Thiết
group, as Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hiển states, there are only about 100 households (nearly 42 per
cent of the total households) of native people. The reason is that Kiến Thiết is one of
expanding residential groups of Nhân Chính ward. The quarters of Ninh Phúc and Xóm
Chùa also have a great number of non-native people. Take lane 5 of group 5 of the
quarter, for example: of the six households living on both sides of the lane, five
households are constituted of people from elsewhere. Of the quarters of Quan Nhân, Đoàn
Kết and Ninh Mỹ are the two quarters which have the most native people as they are
located in the centre of the village.
Apart from those who have been registered for permanent residence, Quan Nhân
has also attracted a great number of students, builders, office workers, and other workers,
coming to rent a house or just a twelve-square metre room with an iron-slab roof for
accommodation. Therefore, for Quan Nhân, the rapid population growth has transformed
a peaceful spacious village space into overcrowded urban quarters. The interrelationship
of the elements of which the traditional villages used to be formed, based on geographic
settlements such as hamlets (xóm, ngõ), kinship such as lineages (họ), occupations, social
status, and age orders has changed dramatically. Kin relationship still provides strong
links in this community, although more and more people at Quan Nhân, as Mrs Nguyễn
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Thị Hiển says, are living in nuclear families, not in extended families with three, four, or
more generations. As the living standard is getting higher and the available residential
land is decreasing, people are moving into semi-detached houses.
Quan Nhân in the Market Economy and Urbanization
In 1997, Nhân Chinh had a total area of 160.9 hectares, of which 10 hectares were
land for cultivation. In 2001, due to the need for urbanization, the last 10 hectares of its
fertile land were lost to projects for building roads, office blocks, plants, new residential
areas known as khu đô thị mới (new towns), schools, etc. (Ban chấp hành Đảng bộ
phường Nhân Chính 2012:125,126). All the villagers who needed the fields to earn their
livings for generations now have had to switch to finding other jobs. A number of the
villagers whose houses face the main roads are running shops selling clothes, shoes,
groceries, or other household commodities.
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Table 3: Statistics on services and labour in the location of Quan Nhân as at 01 October 2014

Services

Number of

Number of

Number of

registered

workers

female workers

households
Selling groceries

24

77

45

Selling building materials

12

25

9

Selling and making

13

24

15

Pawn broking

9

13

6

Hair cutting and dressing

11

19

13

Selling food

16

28

16

Running guest houses and

6

17

9

3

17

16

Renting accommodation

136

280

142

Others

138

276

130

Total

368

776

401

clothes, shoes, blankets,
and sheets

hotels
Running private infant
schools

Source: Ủy Ban nhân dân phường Nhân Chính (The People’s Committee of Nhân Chính ward),
Statistic Sheet 01/SL.

Up to October 2014, there were 368 households and individuals registered to do
business in a number of services which created 776 jobs for local people. Of the 776, 401
were women who had regular income (see Table 3). Of the services, renting
accommodation seemed to be the most beneficial service which created the most jobs for
the most people in the quarters of the village. As there are several universities and
colleges in the region, the earnings of many households in the ward in general and in
Quan Nhân in particular rely on leasing accommodation to students, office workers, or
other people who have come to find jobs. The rental fluctuates from one million đồng (50
USD) to two million đồng (100 USD) depending on the location and the facilities
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installed in a room. Some people are running their own business in the field of
construction, constructing materials, and other services (Lê Thế Mọc, interview, 22 May
2012).
My informant, Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hiển, states before 2001, she had 8 sào33 (2880
square metres) of land for cultivation. When the local government retrieved her land for
urbanization, she was granted 36 million đồng (1,800 USD) per sào for compensation for
the loss of land for cultivation. However, she had to return 12 million đồng per sào to the
local Cooperatives. Therefore, in fact, she received 24 million đồng per sào of the land.
She had used up all the money by distributing a certain amount to each of her children to
help them start their own families and by having her own house rebuilt with the rest of the
money. Since 2001, she has had three rooms for rent. Now she earns about 4 million đồng
per month, with a salary of 500 thousand đồng from working as the assistant head of
Đoàn Kết quarter and 3.5 million đồng from the rental of the three rooms.
Urbanization and market economy have, on one hand, created good opportunities
for the former villagers to become wealthier and have a better life; on the other hand, the
local community has witnessed a higher rate of unemployment due to the loss of land for
cultivation and increased immigration. Although Nhân Chính is one of the urban
communes located in a highly urbanized area, according to report 90/BC-UBND of the
People’s Committee of the district in 2012, fifteen households of the district were
recognized as being above the poverty level, there were still thirty-five households which
were classified as being in poverty, and nine households as being in between the two
levels. Population growth and immigration are imposing greater and greater pressure on
the ward in general and Quan Nhân in particular. In recent years, a number of individuals,
who are not employed or just working part-time, are taking advantage of the playground
in front of the communal house and of the spaces around the lotus pond and the pathway
33

In Vietnamese measurement in the Red River delta, one mẫu equals to ten sào; one sào equals to fifteen
thước, or 360 square metres.
134

to the Hội Xuân shrine to set up stalls selling food, fruit, vegetables, and drinks to local
people and passers-by.
According to Mrs Ngô Thanh Kiến (interview, 12 February 2015), she earns from
60 thousand đồng to 100 thousand đồng (from 3 to 5 USD) a day with her stall selling tea
and soft drinks. Her husband is a lorry driver and he earns 6 million đồng a month. Ngô
Thanh Kiến and her husband have two children. Their son is a full-time office worker
with a salary of 4 million đồng a month. Their daughter is at the moment unemployed and
is living on her parents’ support. Apart from the above-mentioned incomes, Ngô Thanh
Kiến has a kiosk for lease which brings her an income of 3 million a month. Therefore,
the total income of her household is a little over 13 million a month. This is an average
income for a household at Quan Nhân. However, there are a number of wealthy
households as they have larger area of land for rent, or they are very good at doing
business. Mrs Lê Thị Hiền (interview, 02 April 2015), the female First Official (khởi chỉ
bà) for the 2015 festival, states she (her household) has a house for rent to a private
kindergarten for 35 million đồng (about 1,7 thousand USD) a month and her average
monthly income is about 40 million đồng (about 2 thousand USD).
The fast urbanization process has outpaced the infrastructure of the oncetraditional village. Population-based problems, such as rubbish dumping, are some of the
worst problems that Quan Nhân is facing. The more private and family businesses have
boomed, the higher have become the risks of their dumping unprocessed rubbish and
sewage directly into the system. For the past few years, a number of projects to build a
system of supplying fresh water, and processing sewage and rubbish have been
implemented to improve the environment up to urban level. In 2012, Nhân Chính ward
launched a project to rebuild the sewage system and the road through the area where
Quan Nhân is located (Ủy ban nhân dân phường Nhân Chính 2012: 2). Moreover, due to
urbanization and the market economy, the lifestyle of this community has changed
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dramatically. Mr Nguyễn Thị Hiển also notes that people at Quan Nhân today tend to live
in nuclear families instead of extended families. Young people have become more
independent economically and socially from their parents. Country houses are being
replaced by semi-detached houses and modern villas. Therefore, the living conditions of
the people in Quan Nhân and the relationship between households within the community
have changed dramatically.
These social and environmental changes have affected the way the cult of the
guardian deity is performed at Quan Nhân. According to Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng
(interview, 04 March 2015), aged 72, the custodian of the communal house34, the
villagers, regardless of gender and social status, have had more opportunities than ever to
take part individually in the communal house rituals and village festival in honour of the
guardian deity as, in the past, they had to be member of groups and organizations such as
the fraternal associations (giáp), the Literati (Hội tư văn), or lineages (dòng họ), to be
eligible for seating at the communal house for the rituals. Particularly, in recent years,
more women have participated in the ritual organization and the ritual process. They have
participated in the SCHCS or other boards and teams under the SCHCS. I will present a
more in-depth discussion about the participation of women in the ritual organization and
ritual process in Chapter 7.
6.2

The Village of Đại Vi
Đại Vi’s History and Demography
In dynastic times, Đại Vi was one of four communes which constituted Đại Vi

canton. From the archaeological artefacts at the Bắc Ninh museum, the known history of
the village of Đại Vi might have dated back to ancient Vietnam under the rule of the
Chinese Han dynasty in about the third century. Artefacts, collected at the archaeological
34

When Mr. Nguyễn Đình Hồng passed away in 2013, Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng was chosen for the position
of the communal house custodian. Before assuming this position, he was working as a member of the Ban
Công đức (Board of Moral Merit).
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site of the Bãi Tháp (Tháp cemetery) about 2 kilometres southwest of Đại Vi, included a
copper mirror dated back to the third century under the rule of the Chinese Han (23-220
BC), and various china bowls and pots dated back from the eleventh to the twentieth
century (Thôn Đại Thượng 2013: 17-18).
In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century, the village had a tradition of
education and learning with many examples of learners who successfully passed
examinations and were appointed by the emperors to work in the dynastic
administrations. Of these degree-holders, Nguyễn Quý Nhã (1466-?) and Nguyễn Hữu Du
(1516-?) were father and son who had both been granted doctoral degrees in 1499 during
the Lê dynasty and in 1538 during the Mạc dynasty respectively (Ngô Đức Thọ, Nguyễn
Thị Thúy Nga et al. 2006: 230, 343). After Nguyễn Quý Nhã, in 1502, Vũ Nghi Hướng
(1481-?), a native of Đại Vi, received a doctoral degree and was appointed as a mandarin
of the Lê dynasty. Moreover, in 1541 under the rule of Emperor Mạc Phúc Hải, Vũ Thạc
received a doctoral degree and was appointed as a high-ranking mandarin of the Mạc
dynastic court (Ngô Đức Thọ, Nguyễn Thị Thúy Nga et al. 2006: 355).
In pre-1945, the village of Đại Vi used to be a commune which belonged to Đại
Vi canton in Tiên Du district of Từ Sơn town in Kinh Bắc region (Dương Thị The and
Phạm Thị Thoa 1981:71). It is comprised of five xóm (hamlets): Nối, Ngọ, Giữa, Chiền,
and Gạ. Each of the hamlets constituted one fraternal association. Regarding the cult of
guardian deities, According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012), the heads
of the fraternal association had to take turn to take the position of the Master of Rituals of
the village festival and he and all the members of his association had to take responsibility
for preparing the offerings and performing the communal house rituals for the whole year
they were on duty.
The present Đại Vi is one of the four villages of the Đại Đồng commune, Tiên Du
district, Bắc Ninh province which is Northeast of Hanoi. The other three villages are
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Dương Húc, Đại Thượng, and Đại Trung. Of the four villages of Đại Đồng commune up
to 2012, according to the village chief, Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q., Đại Vi village had about 1,100
households. In 2014, according to the village’s Programme for Organizing the Traditional
Festival 2014 of the Village of Đại Vi (Đại Vi 2014: 4), the village had 4,440 residents.
Of the hamlets of Đại Vi, the Gạ hamlets had the highest population with 1,250 people.
Unlike Quan Nhân, Đại Vi, as a village in a rural region, has not been subject to great
administrative, geographical or demographical changes. However, in recent years,
especially since the two industrial zones in the neighbourhood came into operation, more
people are coming to rent accommodation and find jobs in the two zones. As a result, the
population profile of the village is changing, and the changes are imposing both
advantages and disadvantages on the community.
Đại Vi’s Economy in Industrialization
Like other villages in Bắc Ninh province, which was once called Kinh Bắc, a
cultural centre in this dynastic time, the village’s economy relies on rice cultivation and
traditional crafts. Industrialization started in the commune in 2005 with two industrial
zones: Đại Đồng-Hoàn Sơn and Vietnam Singapore. These industrial zones have caused
great changes to the commune in general and the village in particular.
In June 2010, the Prime Minister issued Decision 800/QĐ-TTg, approving the
national program for new rural construction for the period 2010-2020. The program aims
to: build a new countryside with a modern social and economic infrastructure; build an
economic structure and mode of production which combines agriculture and fast
industrialization and services; combine rural development and urbanization with elaborate
planning; build rural communities based on democracy and stability, which are rich in
national cultural identity; preserve a better ecological environment; ensure national
security and safety and improve the material and spiritual life of the people, while
maintaining the orientation of socialism. According to the report of the People’s
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Committee of the commune of Đại Đồng (Ủy Ban nhân dân xã Đại Đồng 2012:6), thanks
to the Project aiming at industrializing agriculture and modernizing the countryside, Đại
Đồng commune in general and the village of Đại Vi in particular have witnessed dramatic
changes and the infrastructure of the village on the four categories of power supply,
roads, schools, and healthcare centres, has been improved in the past few years.
Because of this industrialization, Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q. (interview, 09 June 2012), the
village chief, states the village has lost about two thirds of its agricultural land of about 90
hectares to a project of VSIP (Vietnam Singapore Industrial Park) for the first stage.
However, the project has also created good opportunities for new jobs for the village
dwellers. Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q., in a conversation on my second visit to the communal house
of the village of Đại Vi, states that a new project to build an inter-hamlet road connecting
the five hamlets has been launched recently. The project is being conducted under an
agreement between the local authority and the investor, VSIP, in a program of exchanging
land for infrastructure (đổi đất lấy hạ tầng). After completion, as the village chief states,
the new road would not only connect the five hamlets together at the back of the village,
but it also serves in the road network to link different villages of the commune of Đại
Đồng (Nguyễn Đ. Q., interview, 09 June 2012). For the past years, industrialization has
benefited the people in the commune in general and the people at Đại Vi village in
particular. The revenue of the local authority is increasing, allowing for a larger budget to
invest more in education, transportation, healthcare, and social security.
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Table 4: The economic profile of the commune of Đại Đồng in 2012

Services/Production

Number of households

Percentage

Growing rice

538

18.3%

Running small
businesses

165

5.7%

Construction

581

20%

Transportation

43

1.5%

Others

1578

54.5%

Total

2905

100%

Source: Ủy Ban Nhân dân xã Đại Đồng (the People’s Committee of Đại Đồng commune), Report No 11BC/UBND in 2012

The table above (Table 4) shows that in 2012, only about 18.3 percent of the
households in the commune relied on growing rice. Over one fifth of the households
found work in the building or transportation industries. According to Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q.
(interview, 09 June 2012), the number of people who are attempting to find jobs in the
industrial zones, running their own family businesses, or working as freelancers in the
fields of building, construction and carpentry is increasing. The two industrial zones, the
Đại Đồng–Hoàn Sơn Industrial Park, with an area of about 368 hectares constructed in
two stages, and the Vietnam Singapore Industrial Park of about 110 hectares, offer
hundreds of jobs for the local people.
For the village of Đại Vi, apart from rice growing, the people have a traditional
craft, carpentry, as part-time work during the time between the seasonal crop cycles. The
people in Đại Vi have been famous for their skill in making wooden furniture and
building wooden houses, especially building traditional cultural and religious structures
such as communal houses, pagodas, temples, and shrines. Mr Nguyễn Đ. B. (interview,
22 March 2015), the head of the Gạ hamlet, states that some households in the village
have registered to open private wood processing mills which have created nearly two
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hundred jobs for local people. There are forty registered mills in the five hamlets: five in
the Nối, six in the Ngọ, six in the Giữa, eight in the Chiền, and fifteen in the Gạ.
Moreover, there are a number of small unregistered mills operating in the region.
These workshops have created scores of jobs for the local people. Some shops
have even managed to secure contracts processing luxurious wooden furniture for
exporting to Hong Kong, China, and Taiwan. Currently, a number of the workshops have
invested more to buy modern wood processing machines. Regarding the economic
perspective of the households in the village, Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q. (interview, 09 June 2012)
said:
About five percent of the households at the village have been classified as
well-off households and this percentage keeps rising from time to time.
However, the percentage of households that have been classified as being
in poverty is 2.6%.
However, with the appearance of machines, many problems have arisen,
especially the question of safety at work. As the village chief, Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q. says that
almost all the carpenters at the village have not been trained in any courses on safety; the
local authority has left the labourers to work at their own risk (Nguyễn Đ. Q., interview,
09 June 2012). Consequently, several tragic accidents at work have been reported.
Secondly, the operation of scores of workshops scattered all over the village has caused
an alarming level of pollution from the noise of machines, sawdust, and chemicals used to
process wood.
The recent expansion of the industrial zones in the region of Đại Đồng commune
has resulted in not only a sharp decrease of fertile land for cultivation, but also
degradation of the irrigation system. Consequently, this process has dramatically affected
the economic structure of the commune of Đại Đồng in general and of the village of Đại
Vi in particular. Table 5 below shows that total area of land for cultivation of the village
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of Đại Vi decreased sharply from 1,299,495 square metres 2011 to 925,024 square metres
in 2014.
Table 5: Area of land for cultivation of the village of Đại Vi 2011-2014

Unit

2011
(m2)

2012
(m2)

2013
(m2)

2014
(m2)

Nối hamlet

268,141

268,141

258,277

216,177

Ngọ hamlet

189,369

189,369

158,774

103,937

Giữa hamlet

263,730

263,730

257,924

162,262

Chiền hamlet

184,901

184,901

130,093

102,185

Gạ hamlet

393,354

393,354

340,463

340,463

1,299,495

1,299,495

925,024

925,024

Total

Source: Đại Vi village, reports on statistics on agricultural produces and area of land for cultivation
of 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2014

The decrease in land for cultivation was mainly due the expansion of the industrial
zones and the need for land for new residential areas. Of the hamlets of Đại Vi, the total
area of the Gạ hamlet decreased slightly as most of the land for cultivation of this hamlet
has not been part of the commune’s planning for the industrial projects. The expansion of
residential areas due to the rapid population growth and the renovation of the irrigation
works accounted for the partial loss of its land for cultivation. The main loss of land for
cultivation of other hamlets, namely the Nối, Ngọ, Giữa, and Chiền, was to the industrial
zones. Of those hamlets, the Giữa had the highest decrease in land for cultivation. Mrs
Nguyễn Thị Hân (interview, 14 March 2015), in Ngọ hamlet, one of my informants, says
her household had nine sào35 (3,240 square metres) of land for cultivation before, but
until late 2014, they had five sào left. Nguyễn Thị Hân and her husband have three
children. They all got married and have their own families and live nearby in the hamlet.
She distributed one sào to each of her children. On the area of land left, she is still
growing rice for the two main growing seasons and potatoes in the winter season. The
produce she gathers in a year is just enough for the need of food for her husband and
35

Sào is a traditional measuring unit popularly used in the Red River delta. One sào equals to 360 square
metres.
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herself. Since last year, she managed to have a position as a landscaping worker for a
Taiwanese company in the Vietnam Singapore Industrial Park. She is working full time
and one weekend with a monthly salary of 4 million đồng (nearly 200 US dollars). Her
husband works as a carpenter and he earns about 3.5 million đồng per month. Therefore,
her household’s average income, not including the produce from her field, is 7.5 million a
month. This is a rather high income compared to the average income of from 65 to 70
million (from 3,200 to 3,500 USD) per person a year in the commune of Đại Đồng as the
People’s Committee (Ủy ban nhân dân xã Đại Đồng 2015:2) states in its report on the
socio-economic situation of the first half of 2015.
The higher income has enabled the people at Đại Vi to live in detached concrete
and brick houses of two or three storeys instead of cottages with straw roofs. Nowadays,
almost all households have modern electronic devices such as television sets, fridges and
audio systems. A provincial project of connecting a television cable system to every
village is under construction, which would provide the villagers at Đại Vi access to high
definition cable television. Although access to the Internet is available, the cost is too
high compared to the villagers’ incomes. Only a small proportion of the households at the
village can afford to use the service. To make the best use of the cable systems,
individuals and households are encouraged to run Internet shops to provide online access
(Nguyễn Đ. Q., interview, 09 June 2012). Having more access to modern media and
communications system, many young people have used social networks such as Facebook
and Twitter to popularize the village’s tradition and festival.
Conclusion
Quan Nhân’s transformation from a rural village in the urban region into five
quarters of an urban ward of Hanoi has resulted in dramatic changes in lifestyle,
relationships and politics, as well as ritual space. The status of Quan Nhân has been
upgraded; the former rural facilities have been improved or replaced to urban standards;
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the price of residential land is rising and as a result local people can benefit from selling,
transferring, and inheriting land, and renting accommodation.
However, Quan Nhân’s recent administrative transformation and urbanization
have also caused a number of disadvantages. The rapid urbanization has attracted a great
number of people from other parts coming to settle in Quan Nhân. This wave of
newcomers has caused over-population, which in turn, has resulted in higher and higher
density, unemployment, lack of accommodation, pollution, polarization of the rich and
the poor, and especially trespass on communal traditional space. While more and more
modern blocks of apartments and offices are being built, the space of the former village is
being reduced. Moreover, due to the loss of land for cultivation, most of the people in this
community have been separated from agricultural production while they have not been
prepared to learn new skills. Administrative and social changes and population movement
at this community can, on the one hand, destabilise the community, but, on the other
hand, new ways of making and spending money have also arisen in this context.
Unlike Quan Nhân, Đại Vi has not been subject to urbanization or dramatic
administrative transformation. The programme of “Building New Countryside” has, to a
great extent, helped Đại Đồng commune in general and Đại Vi in particular, to have a
new perspective. For the past years, Đại Vi’s rural transportation, environment, education,
and economy have been improved. Moreover, as the industrial zones are being expanded,
the local people have been compensated for the land they have lost. The money has
helped them to have new houses or gradually switch from agricultural production into
running small businesses and services. Like those at Quân Nhân, all the cultural and
spiritual buildings in Đại Vi have been restored or rebuilt to meet the needs of local
people. Although governmental directives stipulate that the State is responsible to invest
and pay for the re-building, refurbishing, and restoring recognized historical-cultural sites,
individuals, organizations, and communities are encouraged to make voluntary labour or
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financial contributions to further these goals. (Vietnam, Government, 2010: article 1,
chapter 3). Therefore, many villages have managed to restored their communal houses or
other village religious buildings with more money than that from the State's budget.
However, the re-building or restoration of a historical-cultural site is only eligible with
permission from the State.
For the past years, although the Đại Vi has had a lot of social, cultural,
educational, and economic achievements, it is facing challenges. Firstly, due to the rapid
process of industrialization, the area of land for cultivation is decreasing, more area of
land for cultivation is reserved to it; local people have less and less land to grow their
crops. Therefore, the life of local people is being dramatically affected. Secondly, the
recent rapid population growth is imposing pressures on the communal space in general
and ritual space in particular. The reduction of the spaces and the environmental changes
around the communal house has led to changes in the way the rituals are performed and
festivals are organized.
In the next two chapters I will explore in depth the communal house rituals, the
festivals in honour of the village guardian deities at the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại
Vi. I will discuss how agriculturally-based rituals are performed at an urban community,
Quan Nhân and at a rural community, Đại Vi, and how the villagers and the local
authorities cooperate with one another in managing this cultural religious practice.
Therefore, how a tradition which is based on agricultural culture is re-invented and
develops in industrialization and urbanization and how modern socio-political institutions
play their roles in the ritual process and organization at the two villages of Quan Nhân
and Đại Vi will be examined.
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CHAPTER 7
THE CULT OF GUARDIAN DEITIES AT THE VILLAGE OF QUAN NHÂN

Every year, not long after the New Year celebration, the communal house of Quan
Nhân, one of the typical symbols of a traditional village lying in an urban area of a big
city, witnesses the excitement and business of a festival and rituals in honour of the
village guardian deity. This chapter investigates the cult of guardian deities of the village
of Quan Nhân, through the communal rituals and annual festival in honour of the
guardian deity. The chapter aims to examine how a tradition which is constituted from
elements of an agricultural culture and morality is re-invented and evolves in modernity
and urbanization. This chapter also discusses how local authorities manage this cultural
religious practice and what role socio-political institutions at the village level play within
this ritual space in an urban administrative context.
Like people at many other villages in the Red River delta, the villagers at Quan
Nhân have a strong sense of remembering and paying moral debt to ancestors (nhớ ơn tổ
tiên) and the figures that made a meritorious contribution to the community (người có
công). Quan Nhân venerates a heroic figure as their communal guardian deity, called
Hùng Lãng Công. All people of this community know about their guardian deity from the
memories of the village elderly and from the legend engraved on a copper plate found at
the sanctuary of the communal house.
7.1

The Cultural and Spiritual Complex
The personal history of the figure venerated as a guardian deity by Quan Nhân is

based on the narratives from the inscriptions on a copper block which was found in 1992
at the village’s communal house while it was under major restoration. The inscription on
the copper block stated that the original hagiology of Quan Nhân was compiled by
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Nguyễn Bính, a scholar of the Office of Councillors of State and a historian in 1573, was
written with 2700 classical Chinese words.
The hero of Quan Nhân was called Hùng Lăng Công. He was one of the far
descendants of Hùng kings of the Vietnamese ancient state. He was a man of talent in
governance and military strategy and was ordained the Tri huyện (Head of district) of Vũ
Tiên district. He fought to the death in an ambush against the Nam Chiếu invaders (the
Nan Zhao from southern ancient China) who attacked An Nam, an ancient state of
present-day Vietnam in AD 860 and AD 863 (about the attack of the Nan Zhao, see Ngô
Sĩ Liên 2011:110-111). His wife, Trương Mỵ Lương, who had been born in Quan Nhân
village, heard the bad news and killed herself to follow him. The feudal court, impressed
by their heroic action, conferred upon him and his wife the status of village guardian deity
and goddess respectively, and permitted the villagers to venerate them (see appendix B).
Successive dynastic regimes issued imperial decrees to confer titles on him and his wife
and appointed Hùng Lăng Công as guardian deity of Quan Nhân for his meritorious
contribution to the nation and the region. According to Mr Thân, chairman of Quan
Nhân’s Association of the Elderly (Hội người cao tuổi) and head of the Sub-Committee of
Historical-Cultural Sites of Quan Nhân village, twelve imperial decrees are kept at the
communal house. Three of those decrees are of the Lê dynasty and nine decrees are of the
Nguyễn dynasty. The oldest decree is of the imperial year of Cảnh Hưng 28 (1767) and
the latest one is of the Khải Định 9 (1924) (Ban di tích Quan Nhân).
Quan Nhân venerates Hùng Lãng Công as a village guardian deity at the
communal house. He is respectfully addressed as Thánh ông (God) and his wife as Thánh
bà (Goddess). Thánh bà is worshipped at a building, called Phủ Dục Đức (Dục Đức
palace), located on the right hand side and in front of the communal house. On the left
hand of the village gate, there is a temple called Hội xuân. It is a place where the
customary yearly rituals are performed such as at the start and end of summer, the
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growing season, the New Year, and when the statues of the village guardian deity and the
village goddess or the guardian deities from brother villages, come to a procession during
the village festival.

Figure 14: The communal house of the village of Quan Nhân
Source: Author.

The communal house as shown in the above figure is a structure whose design is
characterized by the latter Lê dynasty’s architecture. The main hall has one main door in
the middle and six smaller doors on either side of the main door. The main door is not
open to local people and visitors, except on festivals or major ceremonial days. The main
hall is divided into seven bays. The bay in the middle is equipped with a big altar and a
large panel on the beam of the roof, with large engraved classical Chinese Characters
which read: “‘In honour of the guardian deity for thousands of years”’ (Thánh cung vạn
tuế). On each side of the middle compartment, there are three parallel platforms for
seating whenever there is a village affair calling for discussions. The woodwork of the
roof has a complicated design, with engravings which share the common architecture of
traditional communal houses in Vietnam. Its beams and fringes (cửa võng) have the
engravings of Tứ quý, flowers and plants as symbols for the four seasons, and Tứ linh, the
four sacred beasts who protect the four directions: Long (dragon) for the east, Lân
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(unicorn) for the west, Quy (tortoise) for the north, and Phụng (phoenix) for the south (Vũ
Ngọc Khánh 2004:330).
The communal house of Quan Nhân was, according to the carvings on the beam of
wood frame36, built in 1701, the imperial year of Chính Hòa 22 of the latter Lê dynasty.
The communal house was granted national recognition as a Historical and Artistic
Significance Site (Di tích lịch sử nghệ thuật) in 1989 by the Ministry of Culture.
Moreover, in 2006, it was granted a Revolutionary Site certificate by the Hanoi People’s
Committee as it was the place where the revolutionary forces of the village were
established against the Japanese invasion and occupation during the Second World War
and where the boys and girls of the village gathered for conscription during the war to reunite the country during 1970s (Phạm Minh Phương 2010:97). In the communal house,
there are a number of placards of poetic couplets and panels of large characters in the
traditional Chinese or in Nôm. These are valuable archival sources for studies and
research on tradition, literature, and religion.
The communal house where the village guardian deity is venerated is the village
cultural and religious centre. This house has a design of a Sino-Vietnamese letter of
Công, (工) (see Figure 15), a common design of communal houses of the latter Lê
dynasty. This is one of the most common architectural designs of communal houses in
northern Vietnam, consisting of the three buildings of the main hall (đại đình), the
bridging building which has several names lòng máng, thiêu hương, or chuôi vồ as it
looks like the handle of a mallet, the sanctuary (hậu cung), and additional buildings called
nhà Hậu thần.
The chuôi vồ, a common design of communal houses of the latter Lê dynasty, is a
horizontal building which links the main hall with the sanctuary (Hà Văn Tấn and
36

The Sino-Vietnamese carvings on the beam of the wood frame reads:
Thái tuế Ất mão niên (This is the year of Ất Mão)
Dựng trụ phượng lương đại cát (A very favourable time for the erection of the columns)
150

Nguyễn Văn Kự 1998:30). Of the communal house of Quan Nhân, this building is called
thiêu hương which has a protruding platform in the middle where altars, cranes (hạc), and
other ritual objects such as flags, the deity’s armchair, the frame (phương du) for the
invocative scripts, and bát bửu, the eight most valuable objects37, are displayed in the
middle. Moreover, on the pillars in the bridging house, there are parallel words which tell
a life story of the deity in praise of his heroic deed and his loyalty.

Stone posts

Statue of Deity

Stone posts

Altar
Sanctuary
Altar
The bridging bay

Area for the tế
rituals

Female seating
area

Male seating area

Altar

The Main hall

Figure 15: the design of the communal house of the village of Quan Nhân
Source: Author.

The sanctuary as shown in the figure (Figure 15) is a building of one bay where the tablet of
the guardian deity of Quan Nhân is placed. The appearance of sanctuaries upgraded communal
houses from their original function of cultural and social centre of a village, to include a religious
function. Hà Văn Tấn and Nguyễn Văn Kự (1998:25) state that the cult of guardian deities came to
maturity in villages with the appearance of a sanctuary at a communal house for the veneration of
village guardian deities, as the deities had originally been venerated at shrines or small temples at the
entrance of a village. The sanctuaries are also the place where the hagiologies, imperial decrees, and
other village ritual-related documents are kept.

37

The eight most valuable objects vary in different religions and beliefs.
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The Hậu thần are the two supplementary buildings on either side of the sanctuary
of the communal house. These buildings house 28 stone posts, with inscriptions about
individuals and lineages who had donated their land for the building and restoring of the
communal house. By doing this, the community acknowledged the merit of the donors
and paid moral debt to them. The oldest stone post dates from the imperial year Chính
Hòa 22 (1701) of the Lê dynasty, and the latest is from the Bảo Đại 8 (1933) of the
Nguyễn dynasty.
Within the precinct of the communal house, Dục Đức Palace is a separate building
on the right of the main hall. It is a place where the village goddess is venerated. The
house faces the north and is considerably smaller than the communal house. It is a threebay brick house with a tiled roof. The main hall is the place where villagers and visitors
make prayers during the village festivals, offerings are displayed on an altar with an
incense burner, and other ritual objects are present, making a sacred environment. The
sanctuary is the place where the village goddess dwells, served on both sides by two
maids. It is enclosed by doors of wooden panels with engravings of dragons and phoenix.
Other ritual objects displayed in the sanctuary are the goddess’s cases of betel and areca,
cases of clothes, and weapons such as swords, blades, etc.
However, the need for modernization and the project on “‘Building a civilized urban
life”’ (Xây dựng nếp sống văn minh đô thị) of the authorities sometimes does not always fit
easily with the need to preserve traditions and customs of the local people. In other words, there
is a constant process of tension and negotiation between the community and the local
authorities, and to a greater extent, between the cult and the Party-State. For example, during
the 2009 project to refurbish the communal house, disagreements arose between local people
and the People’s Committee over the design and building materials. The authority preferred to
use modern materials, cement and iron, but the local people preferred natural materials such as
stone. Finally, the refurbishment was completed on the local people’s initiative with their own
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funds from donations. About the refurbishment, the head of the standing board of the Festival
Committee said:
We usually report to the People’s Committee asking for permission, but we
sometimes fail. Take the lotus pond in front of the village communal house.
The People’s Committee was planning to install an iron fence around the
pond, but we said it was not good. Finally, we had a stone fence built around
the pond with the finance coming from donations from the villagers, but then
the Chairperson of the People’s Committee, and also the Head of the
Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites came to criticise us. Or, you see, the
road over there, we submitted the application for paving it with our own
resources, but it was rejected again and again (Lê Thế Mọc, interview, 22
May 2012).
From the above story we see that the villagers, represented here by the elders and
members of the communal house ritual team, wished to sustain their traditional values, in this
case to refurbish the fence to make it look “old”, “familiar”, and compatible with the communal
house even though the stone fence around the pond might cost more than the iron fence which
the People’s Committee intended to have installed. The elderly and the villagers seek to sustain
their tradition in the way they wish to.
The Mộc dục house is located right after the main gate of the village. It is an eightroof building used for the Rite of Purification (Lễ mộc dục) when the village festival
comes. However, it functions daily as a reading centre for the village members (Nguyễn
Đình Hồng, interview, 14 May 2012). On the right hand side after the house of
purification, right in front of the gate of the village communal house, there is a lotus pond
surrounded by trees, making a well-shaded and fresh environment. This is where the
village recreational activities take place during the village festival. One of the most
common recreational activities during the festival is chess-playing. Protruding in the
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middle of the lotus pond is a large concrete platform where boys and girls act in the roles
of chess pieces for the chess game. This game is very popular in festivals in the Red River
delta (Thạch Phương and Lê Trung Vũ 1995:456; Đặng Văn Lung, Nguyễn Sông Thao et
al. 1999:151).
Hội Xuân shrine bears another name of Đình ngoài (outer communal house). It is
a building additional to the communal house. The shrine faces northeast and has an area
of about 800 square metres. The shrine is comprised of the gate, the front yard, the main
hall, and two supplementary buildings, the left bay and the right bay. The two
supplementary buildings are places where rituals are performed on ceremonial occasions,
especially during the village’s festival. The main hall of the Hội Xuân shrine, which was
refurbished in 2006, has fewer ritual displays than the communal house. The statues of
the village’s guardian deity and the village goddess are moved in a procession to meet
each other and stay at the Hội xuân shrine for one day, on the 11th of the Second Month
during the village festival. On other ritual ceremonies such as the first and the fifteenth of
a lunar month, the starting of a season, and so on, the villagers pray at the communal
house.
Another very important building where the village religious rituals are exercised is
the Sùng Phúc Tự (Sùng Phúc pagoda), the village pagoda, which is located right next to
the communal house on the right. The pagoda is the place mainly for the village women
to exercise their spiritual and moral belief in Buddhism. The pagoda, recognized as a site
of artistic architecture in 2002, is under the management of a sub-committee of historicalcultural site chaired by a Buddhist nun. The nun is assisted by an organization of
Buddhist women called Hội pháp hoa (Lotus association). Apart from operating at the
pagoda, this association also participates in the procession during the village festival (Ban
tổ chức lễ hội Quan Nhân, Lễ hội làng Quan Nhân, video recording, 03 March 2012; also
see Figure 8 for the 2015 festival).
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The Văn chỉ (Temple of Literature) of Quan Nhân is located not very far from the
village pagoda. It used to be the place where the village Literati performed rituals to
worship Confucius. The temple was also the place where ceremonies were performed and
ceremonial feasts were organized to honour a villager with academic achievements or
professional promotions. According to Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng (interview, 04 March
2015), the ceremonies and the feasts used to be organized on the eighth of the Second
Month (of the lunar calendar). In Quan Nhân today, the Literati have receded. To take
care of the temple, an elderly man, Mr Nguyễn Đình Ngợi, has been selected by the
SCHCS. He is also responsible for preparing the offerings and performing the rituals to
Confucius and the two first village dynastic degree holders on ceremonial occasions.
Normally, the main hall of the temple serves as a meeting place for the village elderly
men and women before the formal ceremony to honour the village elderly aged 70 and
over at the communal house. The temple is also the place where members of the Ritual
Team prepare the invocative scripts for major ceremonial occasions at the communal
house and the Dục Đức palace.
In recent years, due to rapid urbanization, the space of these sites has been
curtailed by surrounding high semi-detached houses, shops, or public buildings. Nearly
30 vendors’ stalls occupy the pavements along the path from the communal house to the
village gate and the spaces around the lotus pond in front of the communal house and
around the Hội Xuân shrine, selling food or drinks to local people and passers-by. Since
the height of urbanization in late 1990s and early 2000s in Nhân Chính ward, the SubCommittee of Historical-Cultural Site of Quan Nhân has tried its best to protect the
buildings of the complex from trespassers. A brick or blue limestone wall has been built
to enclose each of the buildings. These buildings have been restored or refurbished with
the funds collected from donations. As the space around the communal house and its
supplementary buildings has been narrowed due to the need for housing of the increasing
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population of Quan Nhân, the village ritual performance and festival activities have been
affected to a great extent.
7.2

The Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site of Quan Nhân
Managing the Site and Organization
The communal house and its supplementary buildings are under the direct

management of the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site of Quan Nhân (SCHCS).
The SCHCS of Quan Nhân is administratively accountable to the Committee of
Historical-Cultural Site of the Nhân Chính ward which is chaired by the chairman of the
People’s Committee (CHCS) of Nhân Chính Ward. Members of the CHCS of Nhân
Chính ward are the local cadres and heads of social-political organizations such as the
Fatherland Front, the Association of Veterans, and Association of the Elderly. However,
the CHCS merely acts as a mediator between the SCHCS and the People’s Committee by
passing applications or requests of the SCHCS to the People’s Committee and
disseminating the Party-State’s policies from the People’s Committee to the SCHCS.
Unlike that of the village of Đại Vi which will be discussed in the next chapter, the
SCHCS of Quan Nhân is a community-based body. The SCHCS has twelve members:
one head, three assistant heads, one secretary, four custodians (one at the communal
house, one at the Dục Đức palace, one at the temple of literature, one at the Hội Xuân
shrine), and heads of the functional boards. These members were elected from the elderly
of the branches of the Association of the Elderly. The SCHCS of Quan Nhân is, at
present, chaired by Mr Ngô Văn Thân who is 89 years old. He has been in this position
since 1992 when the first mutual festival with four brother villages was organized after
years of suspension (interview, 05 March 2015). The SCHCS of Quan Nhân has
established fifteen functional bodies, each of which is responsible for a particular aspect
of the management of the religious complex and organization of the rituals and annual
festival. Of the fifteen functional bodies, the most active are those that are responsible for
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reception, logistics, finance, propaganda, rituals, and donations. Membership of these
boards and teams is open to every villager regardless of the native or non-native, gender,
or economic status. The preferred age for membership is forty and over (Mr Ngô Văn
Thân, interview, 05 March 2015). However, there are particular criteria for several
positions within this organization. By introducing these criteria, the SCHCS of Quan
Nhân attempts to revive parts of its customs and traditions.
As the far the position of being a custodian is concerned, a custodian is the person
whose main responsibilities are to perform monthly rituals on the first and the fifteenth of
a month and to take care of the house assigned by the SCHCS (Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng,
interview, 04 March 2015). For the village of Quan Nhân as mentioned above, there are
four custodians, one at each of the houses in the complex. Like those of the village of Đại
Vi and those of many villages in the Red River delta, the custodian of the communal
house (and those of other houses) is normally selected from the village elderly men. As a
custodian, he must be clear of mourning (if not, misfortunes are believed to come to the
village). And he must be a man of moral and good behaviour in the community.
According to Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng (interview, 04 March 2015), the custodian must be a
man who abides by the laws and the local regulations, whose family does likewise, and
who lives in harmony with his neighbours. This is because he represents the whole
community to serve the guardian deity and communicate with him. As the village of Quan
Nhân also venerates Hùng Lãng Công’s wife, but not as a guardian deity, at the Dục Đức
palace, a female custodian is selected to take care of the house and perform the rituals in
honour of her. For the village of Quan Nhân, the custodian can hold his position as long
as he wishes or as long as he retains the trust of the whole community. Moreover, he (or
she) must volunteer to take the responsibilities without being paid. However, as I
observed from my visits to the communal house, the custodian is allowed to collect the
cash which local people and visitors left with fruits, drinks, and cakes as offerings to the
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deity. He uses part of the money, commonly known as tiền giọt dầu (money for oil and
candles), to buy flowers, fruit, and rice alcohol to offer to the deity for monthly rituals,
and he can keep the rest of the money for personal use. I cannot present an exact income
of a custodian in this thesis. However, from my own observation, in the contemporary
market economy, this is probably an increasing income. The positions of being the first
officials (khởi chỉ) for the village festival will be presented in the following section of this
chapter.
At the village of Quan Nhân, the year-round ceremonial occasions can be
categorized into major occasions and customary occasions. Like those of Đại Vi and other
villages in the Red River delta, Quan Nhân ceremonial occasions are based on the lunar
calendar, not the Gregorian calendar. On customary occasions rituals are performed at
each of the sites by the custodian at that site. On major occasions, particular rituals known
as tế (praying and kowtowing) are performed at the main halls of the shrine and the
communal house. The Đội tế (ritual team) is responsible to perform the tế rituals. The
ritual team of Quan Nhân was established by the village’s SCHCS by consulting the
village Association of the Elderly (Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng, interview, 04 March 2015).
The team is comprised of 16 members. Membership of this team is quite open regardless
of social status (native or non-native, rich or poor, retired cadres or common people).
However, this team recruits only elderly men, as women join the Incense Offering Team
(Đội dâng hương). The head of the ritual team, or ritual chief (chủ tế), Mr Nguyễn Đình
Chung, of Quan Nhân, was elected by other members. Apart from performing major
rituals in honour of the guardian deity, the ritual team is also responsible for preparing the
invocative scripts which used to be prepared by the village’s Literati.
Every Thursday morning, a meeting attended by standing members of SCHCS and
the village elderly is held to discuss the village’s affairs. Whenever a big event is coming,
a formal meeting with the attendance of all the members of the SCHCS, representatives
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from the five branches of the Association of the Elderly, from of the lineages in the
village, from the Fatherland Front, the heads of each of the five quarters, and the heads of
each of five party cells is held at the communal house. The local cadres, especially from
the Fatherland Front and the party cells, give the SCHCS advice on the Party-State’s
policies in general and the local People’s Committee’s policies in particular (Mr Ngô Văn
Thân, interview, 05 March 2015). On major ceremonial occasions, the local cadres are
invited to attend as guests. For example, on the tenth of First Month of the 2015 lunar
calendar, just after the New Year holiday and before the village festival, the SCHCS
organized a ceremony to honour 163 village elderly men and women, aged 70 and over, at
the communal house; the chairman of the People’s Committee was invited to attend and
deliver a speech. He was accompanied by two cadres from the Office of Culture and one
cadre from the Office of Security. The heads of the party cells and branches of the
Fatherland Front were also invited to attend the ceremony. Although such a meeting or
ceremony is held with the attendance of the local cadres, the SCHCS has the power to
make final decision. Members of the standing board of the branches of the Association of
the Elderly and representatives from the lineages play a very important role in supporting
the SCHCS in settling the village’s affairs, in managing the communal house and its
supplementary buildings and in organizing and performing rituals in honour of the
guardian deity.
Managing Financial Sources
In the pre-1945 era, Quan Nhân’s rituals and festival activities were financed from
the communal land and common funds. The present-day rituals at Quan Nhân are
nourished from different financial sources. Firstly, donations are the most important
financial sources. Unlike that of the village of Đại Vi, the SCHCS of Quan Nhân has its
own initiative to manage the donations from the local people, from institutions in the
neighbourhood, and from visitors. To meet the increasing expenditures, a Ban công đức
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(Board of Moral Merit) was established by the SCHCS. The Board of Moral Merit is now
comprised of 30 members with a tổ trưởng (head) (Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hiển, interview, 05
March 2015). At every ceremonial occasion, members of the Board take turn to receive
donations (usually in cash) and issue a Giấy chứng nhận công đức (Certificate of Moral
Merit) acknowledging the moral merits of local people and visitors. This board also
manages donation boxes installed at every house and building of the complex and the
boxes are opened to collect the money at the end of every month with the attendance of
all the heads of the boards and teams and the custodians (Mr Ngô Văn Thân, interview,
05 March 2015). At the meeting between the SCHCS and the Standing Board (Ban chấp
hành) of the Association of the Elderly on 3 May 2015, which I attended, the Board of
Finance of SCHCS reported that it collected 35 million đồng (approximately 1,750 USD)
from all the donation boxes.
Apart from cash, donations can be particular items to install in the houses, or
sponsorship of a project to refurbish the houses. As far as communal house rituals are
concerned, lineages play a very important role not only in the organization but also in
donations. For the past years, lineages have donated a great amount of money to restore or
refurbish the houses. According to the report on the 53 lineages of the village of Quan
Nhân by the Board of Propaganda (Quan Nhân, Ban tuyên truyền 2015), in 2010, the Lê
Thế lineage donated 30 million đồng (1.500 USD), and 20 million (1000 USD) in 2013.
The Lê Thế lineage also donated many ritual items to the communal house. The Nguyễn
Đình lineage sponsored the building of the two dragons on the roof of the communal
house, the making of three poetic couplets, and the making of four wooden panels for the
doors of the Hội Xuân shrine. Almost all lineages in the village have made donations to
the SCHCS. Moreover, wealthy households and individuals have also donated cash to the
SCHCS or had items directly installed in the houses. In 2011 and 2012, two brothers from
the Phạm Thiện Văn lineage donated nearly two billion đồng (about 100 thousand USD)
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to refurbish the communal house and the Temple of Literature (Quan Nhân, Ban tuyên
truyền 2015).
Secondly, apart from donations, the financial resources of the SCHCS also come
from the rental of the two lakes in front of the communal house and the fees of the
parking space behind the communal house. In 2012, as Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05
May 2012) says, with the money of 65 million đồng (about 3,500 USD) sponsored by the
Lê Thế lineage, the SCHCS refurbished the garden behind the communal house into a
playground for the local people. At night, the SCHCS use this playground as a parking
space for local individuals to park their cars.
In relation to the remarkable amount of money from donations and rental of the
ponds and parking space that the SCHCS earns every year, when I asked about whether
the local authorities would manage it, Mr Ngô Văn Thân (04 March 2015), head of the
SCHCS, states:
The money we have earned from donations will be managed by the Board
of Finance. The local authorities do not control it. The head of the Board of
Finance keeps the balance book and reports to the SCHCS at a meeting
after every major ceremonial occasion.
Therefore, the SCHCS have all powers to manage and spend the money on smallscale restoration and refurbishment of the sites (large-scale restoration must be given
permission at ministerial level as the communal house is a national Historical-Cultural
Site), performing rituals, and settling the village’s affairs.
In summary, the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site of the village of Quan
Nhân is a community-based organization. The community has the right to structure its
own organization and to settle its own affairs in managing the cultural-historical sites and
performing rituals in honour of their guardian deity. Local authorities support the
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village’s SCHCS in large-scale refurbishment of the sites or when help is requested by the
SCHCS. Moreover, through the ward’s CHCS, the local authorities give the SCHCS
guidelines on the Party-State’s policies. In the next section, I explore in greater depth the
dynamics of the cult of guardian deities of the village of Quan Nhân, especially the
perspective of female participation in the ritual process and organization.
7.3

The Ritual Space and Female Participation
Although today’s traditional village of Quan Nhân is just symbolic within a

community which has been divided into several quarters of an urban ward, a certain
amount of its tradition and customs has been maintained. I met an old man at the
communal house on my second visit to interview Mr Ngô Văn Thân and Mr Nguyễn Đình
Hồng to collect data for my studies. He also came to meet Mr Ngô Văn Thân asking
about his appeals that his recently deceased mother should rest in the community’s
cemetery. According to the regulations of the Quan Nhân, only native people can rest in
peace at the cemetery when they die. However, exception is reserved for anyone who has
made significant contributions to the community. In the case of the man previously
mentioned, though he is living in the precinct of Quan Nhân with his wife, his parents’
parents left the village a long time ago, and he needs to validate his being native to the
village with certification in writing from the head of his lineage.
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Figure 16: Elderly men at Quan Nhân 2015 ceremony to honour the village elderly aged 70 and
over
Source: Author.

At contemporary Quan Nhân, the seating order at the communal house has
changed dramatically. Normally, whenever a meeting is held by the SCHCS at the
communal house to settle a particular affair of the village, people (the elderly, lineage
representatives, and common villagers) take up seats in the seating area inside the main
hall of the communal house on a first-come, first-serve basis. However, on major
ceremonial occasions, respect and special attention are paid to the village elderly,
distinguished guests and local cadres (as illustrated in the above figure). For example, at
the 2015 ceremony to honour the village elderly persons who are aged 70 and over, the
local cadres were seated in the front row of chairs on either of the bays of the communal
house, then the oldest persons, and common villagers at the last rows.
In an attempt to revive a tradition of the village, the SCHCS encouraged the
elderly men of 70 years old to dress in a black silk gown and red turban, of 80-89 years
old in red silk gown and red turban, and of 90 years old and over in red loose trousers
with red silk gown and red turban. For the elderly women, they were encouraged to wear
a long red dress and red turban. Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 28 February 2015), head of
the SCHCS, states every year the SCHCS organizes this ceremony on the tenth of First
Month of the lunar calendar and they encourage all the elderly men and women to uphold
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this tradition. However, at the ceremony a number of the elderly men and women,
especially retired cadres, were not dressed in the way they were encouraged to. Probably,
for the retired cadres, suits would go well with revolutionary badges and medals rather
than long gowns and turbans.
The communal house space at Quan Nhân today has witnessed a revival of
ceremonial banquets. According to Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hiển (interview, 05 March 2015),
deputy head of the Board of Logistics, banquets of 50 to 90 trays of food are prepared on
every major ceremonial occasion, especially during the village festival. At the 2015
ceremony to honour the village elderly persons organized on the 10th of the First Month
(28th February of the Gregorian calendar) as mentioned above, 80 trays of food were
prepared. During the banquet, the oldest males were seated in the communal house and
the oldest females were seated in the palace to enjoy the food; most of the elderly men
and women were seated in the hall behind the communal house. The scale of banquets
varies according to the number of attendants at a ceremony. The increasing frequency of
banquets organized at Quan Nhân today has resulted from the attempts of the SCHCS and
the village elderly to revive the communal house rituals and other customs held at the
communal house. Moreover, the more banquets are to be held, the higher number of
members of the boards of logistics and reception are in demand.
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Figure 17: The elderly women of Quan Nhân attending the 2015 ceremony honouring the village
elderly
Source: Author.

The ritual space today at Quan Nhân’s communal house is open to females with
not only the right to enter to communal house, but also with opportunities to take part in
the ritual organization. The communal house of Quan Nhân is open every day for local
people and visitors male and female come to pray to the guardian deity. On ceremonial
days, from my observation, middle-aged women were among the people who come to
pray and present offerings to the deity and the custodian helped them to display offerings
on the altars. Although seating order is not regulated at the communal house, women
when invited usually sit on the chairs on the right bay (as one enters the house) and the
first row of chairs are reserved to the oldest and local cadres (as illustrated in Figure 17).
This practice of seating at the communal house is also observed at meetings held by the
SCHCS with representatives from the Association of the Elderly, lineages, and quarters to
be prepared for a major ceremonial occasion.
Women at Quan Nhân today are taking more interest in the rituals at the
communal house. As far as the ritual organization is concerned, women are playing a very
important role and are taking a major part in the management of the houses and the
operation of the cult. Of the members of the SCHCS, there are four women of the twelve.
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Women participate mainly in the fields of logistics, reception, donations, and theatrical
activities. Of the boards and teams under the SCHCS, according to Mr Nguyễn Thị Hiển
(interview, 05 March 2015), the Board of Logistics and the Board of Reception have 100
per cent female membership, with 25 and 34 members respectively. Moreover, women at
Quan Nhân also actively attend meetings held at the communal house and add their
voices in settling the village’s affairs and dealing with the rituals. For instance, at the
meeting held on 26 February 2015 to discuss the tasks for the coming ceremony to honour
the village elderly, held between the SCHCS and the Standing Board of the Association
of the Elderly, 7 out of the 16 participants were women. Therefore, the communal house
space is no longer for males only as it used to be. The increased involvement of women
reflects the current regime’s ideological interest in gender equality which also works in
service of the nation. As a community-based organization, the SCHCS, for the past years,
has managed to attract the participation of the local people, especially the females in the
ritual process and organization.
7.4

The Festival of Quan Nhân
The festival of Quan Nhân is organized on two models: the customary festival and

the mutual festival with its four brother villages. Customarily, the festival of the village of
Quan Nhân is organized from the 10th to the 12th of the Second Month of the lunar
calendar. The tế ritual is performed on the 11th morning. Every two years, a festival with
a procession of the deity is organized. Quan Nhân village is in alliance with four other
villages forming the so-called năm Làng Mọc (the Five Mọc villages). The five villages
consider one another as brothers; every five years they conduct a mutual village festival,
where they take turn to be the host village of the festival. Other brother villages perform a
procession of their own guardian deity to the communal house of the host village for the
mutual tế rituals which are organized on the 12th of the Second Month of the lunar
calendar. To organize a festival, the village makes elaborate preparations. To run the
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village festival, a Committee of village festival and several bodies are established, and a
number of boys and girls serving in the ritual and procession are selected.
The Role of the Festival Committee
A Committee called Ban tổ chức lễ hội (Festival Committee) is established by the
nomination of the head of the SCHCS and approval of the People’s Committee of Nhân
Chính ward to manage the village festival. The Festival Committee of Quan Nhân is
under the supervision of the People’s Committee of Nhân Chính ward as stipulated in
article 7 of the 2001 Festival Regulation (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information
2001). Unlike the SCHCS, the Festival Committee involves more participation of the
local cadres. The number of members of the Festival Committee of Quan Nhân varies
from 25 to over 30 people. In 2015, the Festival Committee of the village consisted of 33
members with participation of the heads of the five quarters and the branches of the
Fatherland Front as representatives of local cadres. Of the members, 10 were female (Ban
Tổ chức lễ hội Quan Nhân 2015). Therefore, at Quan Nhân, women play a significant role
in the management of the village festival. The Committee of village festival consists of
several functionary bodies such as the Executive, Logistics, Reception, Rites, Security,
Finance, Culture, and other teams.

For the 2012 festival, as Mr Ngô Văn Thân

(interview, 05 May 2012) states, 27 functionary bodies were established whereas, in
2015, 20 bodies were established.
The success of a festival of Quan Nhân requires collaboration between the
Festival Committee and the local authorities. About a month before the festival starts, the
Festival Committee is responsible for making a detailed plan to report to the People’s
Committee of Nhân Chính Ward and request support from the ward’s Office of Security.
Moreover, invitations are sent to invite representatives from the People’s Committee of
Thanh Xuân district, of Nhân Chính ward and the Office of Culture. Representatives from
party cells (chi bộ), the Women Union (Hội phụ nữ), the Youth Union (Đoàn thanh niên),
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the Association of Veterans (Hội cựu chiến binh), and the Fatherland Front (Mặt trận Tổ
quốc) are also invited. Subsequent tasks are to select Mrs and Mr Khởi chỉ (First
Notable/Official), Mrs and Mr Tổng cờ (Chess Managers), assistant boys and girls for the
festival, and to train boys and girls for the rituals and assign duties to other groups.
Mrs and Mr First Notables (Khởi Chỉ)
In pre-1945 Quan Nhân, the selection of Khởi chỉ or Tiên chỉ used to be regulated
by the village conventions; any individual who wished to play one of these roles had to be
wealthy enough not only to win in the auction for that post, but also to pay part of the
village’s expenditure for the festival. Explaining the tradition of selecting the khởi chỉ, Mr
Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 May 2012), one of the oldest men of the village of Quan
Nhân, states:
Our village conventions (Hương ước) say that tậu chỉ (buying first
notable) was the way we used to select the first notables. Tậu means
buying and you must pay to hold this post. Normally it should be done
several years before the festival and one could know which year he or
she would be Mr and Mrs Khởi chỉ of the village festival.
In present-day Quan Nhân, the role of first officials has been downgraded and
they are more like symbolic village chiefs who, nonetheless, represent the whole village
to serve the deity and lead the procession on the festival days. However, the selection of
these posts is an elaborate process and certain sets of qualities are to be considered.
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Figure 18: The procedures of selecting the khởi chỉ (first notables) or tổng cờ (chess managers) of
Quan Nhân

Source: Author.

Firstly, should any individuals of a lineage in the village find themselves capable (in
terms of economic conditions and available manpower, for example), they have to apply for the
post with the head of their own lineage as shown in the above figure (Figure 18). Then the head
of each of the lineages sorts out the most capable individual among the applicants in his own
lineage and reports to the Festival Committee. In practice, at Quan Nhân, lineage members may
apply for the post of first notable for the coming festival with their head of lineage months in
advance. Explaining the process of selecting the khởi chỉ for the 2012 village festival, Mr Ngô
Văn Thân (interview, 05 May 2012) states:
The way we select the first officials is nomination from lineage, acceptance and
respect from the whole village. The honour is that one person can only hold that
position once, not twice or more, in his or her life.
Apart from the posts of first officials, for a festival during which human chess
games are organized among various festive activities, the posts of Mrs and Mr Tổng cờ
(chess managers) are also selected to manage the chess games. The selection of the chess
managers takes the same procedures and conducted at the same time as the selection of
the first notables. For the 2012 festival, two first notables and two chess managers were
selected. However, for the 2015 festival, only two first notables were selected because the
human chess games were not organized.
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Secondly, the Festival Committee holds a meeting at the communal house with the
attendance of members of the Standing Board of the Association of the Elderly and heads
of lineages, and heads of the five quarters to make the final decision for a potential
candidate. After the meeting, a ceremony to acknowledge the successful candidates as the
first notables or chess masters for the festival is held. The new first officials and chess
managers will be trained to carry out their duties in the coming festival.
To hold the posts of first officials or chess managers, any member of a lineage has
to meet certain qualities and criteria which, though not written in any documents, are still
in practice as the continuing tradition of the village. While unequal wealth between
lineages and the lineages’ expectation of some privileges derives from pre-revolutionary
traditions of social ranking, the lineages are largely accepted as contributors to local and
national well-being. About the general criteria to select the above-mentioned posts, Mr
Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 May 2012) states:
The candidates who will be selected should be ones of full couples, in
other words, the ones whose spouses are alive. They should behave well in
the community and also their children should behave well.
The potential candidates must be the persons who live in harmony with others and
set good examples in lifestyle and behaviour. Moreover, Mr Ngô Văn Thân continues,
nobody in their family commits any social evils such as theft, robbery, prostitution, or
drug addiction. These are the general moral criteria. However, to be selected for these
posts, a person has to meet further conditions as Mr Lê Thế Mọc (interview, 22 May
2012), the deputy head of the SCHCS, says:
The selection of those roles is based on voluntary participation and
nomination. It is necessary that any person wishing to play that role be
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wealthy, as it would cost a lot to feed the ritual boys and girls, and prepare
the offerings to the guardian deity.
According to Mr Lê Thế Mọc, the Festival Committee does not propose any criteria
like those. However, in practice, the successful candidates are subject to such expenditure and
also the expenditure for holding feasts to treat relatives and friends. If a person wishes to hold
the post, he or she has to be capable of mobilizing a number of relatives for the preparation of
offerings and food and also has to own a house with large space for the feasts. These conditions,
to some extent, may on the one hand help to raise the status of wealthy honoured persons and
their families in the community, but on the other hand hinder other villagers from taking the
honour for those posts. As a native to the village, Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hiển (interview, 05 March
2015) said that her husband died years before so she was not suitable to take the post of Mrs
Khởi chỉ. Moreover, she continued, she was short of manpower (neo người) to help her. Mrs
Nguyễn Thị Hiển is one of my important informants at the village of Quan Nhân. She is now
living on her own as her son and daughter are both married and are living nearby. When I asked
how she felt about the practices surrounding the first notables, she explained:
These are the traditions and customs of our village. The customs have been
practiced for a long time. I feel fine and do not object to them. If I cannot do
this, I can do other things to serve the guardian deity (Nguyễn Thị Hiển,
interview, 05 March 2015).
Although, as a widow, she is not suitable to take the post, she still participates in
the ritual space by working as the deputy head of the Board of Logistics under the
SCHCS and the Festival Committee. In another case, Mrs Ngô Thanh Khiến (interview,
05 March 2015), one of my informants, is married to native man. She runs a stall selling
tea and soft drinks on the space in front of the communal house. She states that it is the
village tradition and she feels fine. On every ceremonial occasion, she comes to the
communal house and presents offerings to the deity. Moreover, her daughter joined the
171

bồng dance team when she was 8 years old; after leaving the team, she participated in the
ritual space as an assistant girl.
Boy and Girl Assistants (giai nam và giai nữ)
Unlike the selection of the first officials or the chess managers, in which lineages
play the most important role in selecting potential candidates for the festival, the selection
of assistant girls and boys relies on the role of the quarter heads and the cooperation of
parents. Before the festival, the quarter heads have responsibilities to call for volunteers
among the girls and boys in his or her quarter according to the quantity and qualities
required by the Festival Committee. The Festival Committee also seek the support of the
schools in the neighbourhood in granting permission for the girls and boys to have one
day off for the procession.
The girls and boys who participate in the rituals and recreational activities are
known as giai (see Figure 19). According to Mr Thân, giai should be unmarried and aged
from 14 to 18. That is the first criterion. The second, the boys and girls should be those
who behave well in the community. In other words, they should do well at school, respect
parents and elderly people in the community, and commit no social evils such as
gambling, drug addiction, or theft. For Chinese chess, giai are from 15 to 17 years old.
The number of boys and girls to be recruited depends on the demand each year. For
example, for the 2012 festival, as Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 May 2012) states, 175
girls and boys were recruited for the procession and festive activities. For the 2015
festival, 160 girls and boys were mobilized.
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Figure 19: The assistant girls and boys presenting themselves to the guardian deity before
the 2015 festival started
Source: Author.

The boys and girls serving in the festival are divided into groups which differ
from one another in the patterns and colours of their ritual clothing. In order to be ready
for the festival, the girls and boys need to go through a training course and rehearsal for
the rituals and recreational activities. One day before the village festival, an overall
rehearsal is performed to check whether every step or stage of the festival fits well with
another.
The Festival Process
Like the festivals of other villages in the Red River delta, the festival of Quan
Nhân is the biggest and most significant event all year round. It is comprised of both
modern and traditional elements; the traditional elements of the festival have been recreated to accommodate to the modern. Like other village festivals, the festival of Quan
Nhân consists of the two spaces which intertwine with each other, sacred and profane, the
lễ (rituals) and the hội (recreational activities). In general, the rituals are comprised of
particular agriculturally based rites in which the various organizations function. The
festival process requires the socially integrating function of the festival organizations.
Normally, the festival of Quan Nhân starts with the national flag and the festival flag
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being flown. The national flag is flown higher than the festival flag as required by the
2001 Regulations on festivals (Vietnam, Ministry of Culture and Information 2001:
chapter 2, article 10). The ritual objects are displayed in the front yard of the communal
house, and certain rites and ceremonies are performed.
Due to urbanization, there have been a lot of changes in the way that rituals are
performed. The mộc dục (purification) rite is one of examples. The purification is a rite to
wash the deity statue, tidy the altar, and to make sure other ritual objects are clean before
the village festival. Purification is done with great care and respect for the guardian deity.
In recent years, it has not been performed in the way it used to be. Stating the changes in
performing the purification rite, Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 May 2012) says:
The water for the purification used to be fetched from the village well
within the spring house’s precinct. It has drained out and been much
polluted. Now the water for purification is from rain water.
Apart from the changes in performing the purification rite, the changes in
preparing the invocative scripts to the guardian deity are clearly seen in the communal
house rituals during a festival at Quan Nhân. At Quan Nhân today, the invocative scripts
are prepared in already-typed format in Sino-Vietnamese and before the tế rituals are
performed: the only thing a ritual man needs to do is to write the date. The invocative
scripts, as Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng (interview, 04 March 2015) states, used to be prepared
by the Literati in hand-written formats.
In recent years, the SCHCS and the elderly of Quan Nhân have attempted to
revive the most of the village’s traditions and customs. The communal house rituals,
especially the tế ritual, have been revived as much as possible the way it was done.
Furthermore, according to Mr Nguyễn Đình Đảng (interview, 04 March 2015), the
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SCHCS has recently invested more money in buying ritual costumes for the ritual men,
the incense-offering women, and the assistant girls and boys.
The festival of Quan Nhân is attracting the interest of local people and especially
encouraging the participation of the lineages in the community. With a workforce of 20
members, the Board of Propaganda has, by collaborating with the researchers from the
Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies, collected documentation about the history, traditions and
customs of the village and disseminated this information to the local people. In late 2014
and early 2015, the board was equipped with new speakers worth 15 million đồng (about
750 USD) and a new amplifier worth 10 million đồng (about 500 USD) and other
appliances to make the propaganda more effective (Nguyễn Đình Đảng, interview, 04
March 2015).

Figure 20: Lineages preparing offerings to present to the guardian deity on the 10 of the
Second Month (29 March) of the 2015 festival
Source: Author.

Customarily, on the tenth of the Second Month of the lunar calendar, a big
ceremony of sacrifice is performed, with the participation of representatives from 53
lineages living in the village (see Figure 20). Of the 53 lineages, the Trương lineage, that
from which the village’s goddess was born, is granted the priority to come into the
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communal house to present their offerings first. Other lineages have to come to register
with the Board of Propaganda to be granted a ticket to come into the communal house. As
representatives of a lineage are proceeding into the communal house, a member of the
Board of Propaganda will deliver a presentation about the history, achievements, and
contributions of that lineage through loudspeakers.
During the village festival, a number of recreational activities are organized in
combination with the kowtowing, sacrificial offerings, and procession. Like other
villages, the village of Quan Nhân has various recreational activities such as rooster
fights, Chinese chess, and traditional drama or chèo – a form of theatrical music with
dance. However, in recent years, as Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 March 2015) states,
a number of traditional games and recreational activities have not been organized or
organized intermittently. This is because the space for the festival has been reduced due to
rapid urbanization.
In an attempt to encourage local people to participate in the recreational activities,
especially during the village festival, the SCHCS has established a quan họ (a Vietnamese
folk music) troupe, a chèo troupe, and a bồng (cylindrical drum) dance team. Moreover,
in early 2015, the SCHCS bought a foldable steel theatre worth 35 million đồng (about
1,750 USD). Performances are presented by these troupes and teams on major ceremonial
occasions (Mr Ngô Văn Thân, interview, 05 March 2015).
Of the recreational activities, since 1992, the SCHCS of the village of Quan Nhân
has managed to revive the Cờ người (human chess). However, this kind of game is not
organized during every festival due to the lack of financial and human resources. Human
chess symbolises a battle between two sides, the black and the white. Cờ người requires
very careful preparation which usually takes months. The first task is to recruit boys and
girls to act as the pieces. It requires 16 boys and 16 girls. The boys and girls playing the
roles of the pieces in the chess games should be good boys and girls coming from
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respected families (criteria for the selection of boys and girls have been discussed in the
previous section). The second task is to select two generals, one boy and one girl among
the 16 boys and 16 girls.
While acting in the game, each child holds a banner with large characters on it
showing whether he or she is a pawn, an elephant, a canon, or a minister. Each actor has a
chair to sit on and is shaded under an umbrella in case of a sunny or rainy day. The
general, however, has both a chair and a bigger umbrella, held behind her by a boy or a
girl. The boy actors represent the black side. They are dressed in red vests with yellow
fringes, black turbans, and white trousers. The girl assistants represent the white side.
They are dressed in yellow vests with red fringes, blue turbans, and white trousers. Each
side has its own Chess manager and an assistant for the manager. When the battle begins,
the boys and girls move their positions under the orders of the Chess manager’s assistant,
who is observing the moves of the real players. Cờ người of Quan Nhân village is often
held on the 10th, one day before the procession. A game of chess often attracts much
attention from villagers and visitors. However, it is not necessary that this game be
organized every year as this game requires a big financial investment and involved the
participation of many people.
Moreover, this game requires a wide space which is a challenge to present heavily
urbanized communities like Quan Nhân. For the 2015 festival, Quan Nhân did not hold
any games of human chess. According to Mr Ngô Văn Thân (interview, 05 March 2015),
the organization of the games of human chess depends on the yearly finance which the
SCHCS has gained from donations and other sources, the organization of other traditional
recreational activities, and feasible mobilization of the participation of the villagers.
Since 1989, the festival of Quan Nhân has been upheld. The village’s better
economic context enables the regular organization of the festival. The rituals and festival
of Quan Nhân are comprised of components of both urban and rural ways. The better
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economy of the community makes favourable conditions for its traditional culture,
especially the cult of the guardian deity, to develop and nourish in the context of rapid
urbanization in the foreseeable time.
Conclusion
The yearly festival attracts the participation of villagers of various age groups and
social status. In the earlier revolutionary era, the communal house of Quan Nhân was
used as a paddy granary of the Co-operatives and its front yard was used as a work space.
Most of the ritual objects were lost or burnt during this time. Since 1989 when the elderly
of the village managed to apply for official recognition of the communal house as a
Historical-Cultural Site, the communal house rituals and the festival in honour of the
guardian deity of Quan Nhân has been restructured and developed into a new model
which consists of both the old and the new ways.
In this chapter I have examined the ritual organization and process of the cult of
the guardian deity of the village of Quan Nhân in the context of the contemporary rapid
urbanization and socio-economic and cultural changes in the Đổi mới era. The revival and
restructuring of the cult of the guardian deity of Quan Nhân have reflected the
intersections between the Party-State-derived power bases and other power bases. On
these intersections, there is a constant process of negotiation and co-operation between
the Party-State and the local community. On the one hand, the Party-State has
endeavoured to assert its control over the organization and the festival related to the cult
for its political ends. The cult has revived, developed, and flourished as its main material
facility, the communal house, has been approved, funded, and recognized by the State as
a historical-cultural site. Moreover, the veneration of the figure, Hùng Lãng Công,
renders an aspect of the landscape of the tradition of remembering defined by the PartyState.
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On the other hand, the local community has spared no effort to express their belief
to their guardian deity and perform the ritual in their own ways. All the evidence has
shown that the momentum of the revival of the cult of the guardian deity of Quan Nhân
took place well before the State’s recognition and approval of the communal house in
1989.

For the past nearly three decades, the community-based Sub-Committee of

Historical-Cultural Site of Quan Nhân has gradually revived its communal house rituals,
festival, and certain aspects of its traditional culture. Moreover, the cult of the guardian
deity of contemporary Quan Nhân involves the increasing participation of women in not
only the communal house space, ritual, and organization, but also the decision-making
process.
The recent rapid urbanization and industrialization have affected the way the
rituals, which used to be based on agricultural production, are performed at Quan Nhân.
In the context of the market economy, the living standards of the villagers have been
improved dramatically. Therefore, they have donated more for the restoration of the
communal house and its supplementary buildings and for the rituals. The opportunities to
take part in the ritual space are more open to every villager, regardless of class, gender, or
age. Moreover, lineages and groups of the immigrant families have proved to be playing a
very important role in the village rituals and affairs. They have not only participated in
the ritual process and organization, but also given financial support. Spending money on
the cult is one way that people at Quan Nhân are spending their money and the
community as an ideal is remaining strong. All such changes and adaptations seem to be
important ways in which the revived cult is able to be maintained. The next chapter will
examine the guardian deities of Đại Vi which differs from that of Quan Nhân in several
aspects.
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CHAPTER 8
THE CULT OF GUARDIAN DEITIES AT THE VILLAGE OF ĐẠI VI

This chapter explores the communal house rituals and the festival in honour the
guardian deities of the village of Đại Vi. It discusses how the ritual space of a rural
village is changing in response to the process of urbanization and industrialization and
how local authorities manage the cult. First, based on the information from the communal
house scripts, it will examine the tradition of remembering ancestors and those who made
meritorious contributions to the community. Second, it focuses on the compromise
between the villagers and local authorities in an attempt to rebuild the communal house
and revive the cult of guardian deities launched by the village elderly in the late 1980s.
Finally, it examines the festival and communal house rituals in honour of the guardian
deities, focussing on how the festival and rituals consolidate the village spirit and how the
authorities accommodate the cult.
8.1

The Reconstruction of a Historical-Cultural Site
The village of Đại Vi venerates five historical figures as their village deities.

According to the report (Trần Lạng 1993:16) on the investigation and assessment of the
historical relics of the communal house and the cult of village guardian deities of Đại Vi
made by the Department of Culture and Information of Hà Bắc province, the village
venerates three brother army leaders loyal to the Đinh dynasty (968-980), along with one
figure as the carpentry ancestor, and one as the building ancestor. Of the deities, three
brothers called Trường Mai, Trường Ngọ, and Bạch Đa were officially appointed by
dynastic regimes as village guardian deities. The others were unidentified men who were
believed to have started the tradition of carpentry and building at this village. Although
the carpentry and building ancestors were not recognized by dynastic regimes as village
guardian deities, they have been worshipped in the communal house as the guardian
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deities have. Every year, during the village festival, sacrificial offerings are presented to
them as an expression of gratitude and respect from the villagers to their carpentry and
building ancestors.
The communal house of Đại Vi village, surrounded in three directions by paddy
fields, is located on a plot of land which is in the shape of a plane southeast of the village,
away from residential areas, on the main inter-village road. According to the “Report on
the investigation of Đại Vi communal house”, the village regulations and some ritual
objects, the communal house was probably built during the Lê dynasty (Trần Lạng
1993:7). Unlike Quan Nhân’s communal house which was not heavily damaged before
the Đổi mới, the communal house of Đại Vi was burnt out during the Franco-Vietnam war
(1945-1954).
In 1952, according to the custodian, Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May
2012), the house was burnt by the village guerrillas in response to the strategy of tiêu thổ
kháng chiến (scorched-earth policy) to prevent the French troops from being garrisoned in
the house in order to attack the local revolutionary guerrilla forces. In 1989, the
communal house was reconstructed. However, as Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang states (interview,
12 May 2012), the village’s elderly men could not mobilise enough financial sources to
have a large-scale communal house built. Moreover, the local cadres repeatedly came to
hinder the construction because they did not want an artefact which had been associated
with the feudal elites to be reconstructed. During this time, there were still hostile views
towards the cult of guardian deities among the local cadres at Đại Vi. As a result, neither
tế rituals in honour of the guardian deities nor processions were organized until 1992.
Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) said the village elderly attempted
to run a campaign in 1992 to seek official recognition of the communal house as a
Historical-Cultural Site by inviting the provincial and district officials whose
responsibilities are in the management of historical heritage of the village. Hence, finally,
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the campaign of the elderly of Đại Vi succeeded in 1993. After an application from the
village and a report from a taskforce from the Museum of Hà Bắc (now divided into two
provinces, Bắc Giang and Bắc Ninh) which came to the village to survey the historical
site and ritual items that some consciencious elderly had hidden before the destruction of
communal house, the communal house of the village of Đại Vi was recognized as
Historical-Artistic Site (HAS) by the Ministry of Culture and Information (now Ministry
of Culture, Sports and Tourism).
As a HAS, the communal house was subjected to the management of the People’s
Committee, an administrative institution of the local authorities (Vietnam, Ministry of
Culture and Information 1993). The official recognition of the communal house made it
one of the favourable conditions for the village’s elderly to revive the cult of village
guardian deities and the annual festival.
In 1994, the village was granted First Medal in Resistance (Huân chương kháng
chiến hạng nhất) for its contribution to the Revolution during the First World War and the
war against the United States (1954-1975) to re-unite the country. In order to revive the
cult of guardian deities, the elderly of the village went a step further by inviting the local
authorities, village veterans, and all the people who had been members of the village
guerilla forces in the war against the French (1946-1954) to attend the village festival on
the occasion of receiving the Medal. Mr Trang stated:
In the year the village was granted the Medal, I invited all the members
of the village guerrilla force and all the local authorities to attend a
meeting with all the villagers on the occasion of the village festival
(Nguyễn Gia Trang, interview, 12 May 2012).
Although being restored on a large scale, most of the woodwork of the communal
house has been retained in its original condition so that it is an important source for
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historical and cultural studies. The hagiology and the village regulations are also
important archives for studies on the spiritual and daily life of village dwellers in former
times in rural areas. The woodwork engravings of the house are typical of the artistic
architecture of the late Lê dynasty. Since the 1994 festival, the cult of guardian deities of
Đại Vi has come into normal practice with the tế rituals and procession performed. The
success in reviving the cult enabled the elderly to call for donations from the villagers to
restore the communal house and its supplementary buildings on a larger scale. In 2009,
the main hall of the communal house was once again refurbished from the donations of
the villagers.

Figure 21: The communal house of the village of Đại Vi
Source: Author.

The present communal house (see the above figure) consists of two buildings: the
main hall (tiền đường) and the sanctuary (hậu cung). The main hall has five
compartments, the woodwork of which has simple designs with few engravings on the
beams, tie-beams, and arches as there used to be. The sanctuary consists of three bays and
two lean-tos, and a great deal of the woodwork has been restored to its original state. The
engravings, such as dragons flying on fire, and duos of unicorns playing with balls on the
beams, tie-beams, arches, and fringes reveal their ages to be back to the latter Lê dynasty.
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However, neither the woodwork nor the pillar soles show the exact age of the communal
house, nor do they identify the donors as they usually do in well-restored communal
houses. The front yard is used for both the village festival and other ceremonial events: it
is quite large and has been paved with clay tiles. The three-door gate was rebuilt in 1989.
Very few of the original texts or objects of worship have been filed at the communal
house.
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Figure 22: The design of the communal house of the village of Đại Vi
Source: Author.

Apart from venerating the guardian deity, the village of Đại Vi also venerates Ho
Chi Minh and the village’s revolutionary martyrs in the communal house (as shown in the
figure above). The altars for Ho Chi Minh and the village’s martyrs are on the left bay of
the communal house. Like the village of Quan Nhân, in attempts to revive the traditions
and customs, the community has also incorporated revolutionary elements in this process.
Besides the communal house, rituals in honour of the guardian deities are also
performed at the two village shrines; one shrine is located at the Nối hamlet, and the other
at the Gạ hamlet. The two shrines are at the places where the two younger brother
guardian deities reside. According to Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012),
the shrine at Nối hamlet was burnt out in 1952 and the shrine at Gạ hamlet was also
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nearly ruined. The two village shrines have been re-built recently with donations from the
villagers. In the following section, I will explore the ritual organization of the village of
Đại Vi in the context of a rural village with a model of management where local cadres
play the dominant role.
8.2

The Ritual Organization of the Village of Đại Vi
The Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites of Đại Vi
Administratively, the village Đại Vi is under the leadership of the village chief

who reports to the People’s Committee. He or she cooperates with other village
institutions operating within the community to settle all their affairs. The figure below
shows the relationship of the four different institutions in the management of the
communal house and its supplementary buildings and in performing the rituals in honour
of the guardian deities at the village of Đại Vi.
The People's Committee

Committee of Historical - Cultural Sites

Legend

Establish and
give directives
Report to

Sub-Committee of Historical - Cultural Sites

Ritual Board
Figure 23: Administrative model for the management of historical-cultural sites of the village of Đại Vi
Source: Author

The communal house and its supplementary houses are under the management of
the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites (SCHCS) of Đại Vi. The SCHCS reports
to the Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites which is then accountable to the People’s
Committee of Đại Đồng commune. The SCHCS of the village of Đại Vi is an institution
whose members are most the local cadres. The SCHCS is under the leadership of the
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village chief with eight other members who are the head of the Party cell, the head of the
village’s Fatherland Front, the heads of the five hamlets, and the head of the Ritual Board
(Ban khánh tiết). Of the members of the SCHCS, the village elderly have only one
representative; lineages and common villagers have no representatives in the SCHCS. As
far as ritual organization is concerned, the SCHCS and the Ritual Board are of smaller
scale than those of the village of Quan Nhân. The operations of the SCHCS and the Ritual
Board rely mainly on the common funds and the donations mobilized among the local
people. Unlike that of the village of Quan Nhân, it is with the local cadres, as members of
the SCHCS of the village of Đại Vi, that the right resides to take initiatives in the
management of the communal house and its supplementary shrines. Since the communal
house was reconstructed and the SCHCS of Đại Vi was established, the management of
the house and its shrines has switched from the elderly of the Ritual Board to the village
authorities. The male-based ritual board merely concentrates on performing the
communal house rituals in honour of the guardian deities.
This model makes it easier for the local authorities to manage the sites, run the
ritual organization, and implement the State’s policies on religion and culture. Normally,
the ceremonial occasions and festival rituals encompass contents of revolutionary rites
such as opening speeches given by a representative of the Fatherland Front, by the
secretary of the party cell, or by the chairman of the People’s Committee of the commune.
Moreover, as far as finance is concerned, the SCHCS manages all the donation boxes
installed at the communal house and at the two shrines. It also has the power to call for
financial contributions from the villagers to invest in the restoration of the communal
house and the shrines. The Ritual Board whose members are the village elderly men is
subject to the SCHCS, meaning the elderly men do not have a proportionate voice to the
village’s cadres in settling the village’s affairs in general and managing the ritual process
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and organization in particular. Nor does this Board have the power to manage funds from
donations or call for financial contributions from the villagers.
The Ritual Board
The Ritual Board has 42 elderly male members who are divided into three teams.
Each team is responsible for performing rituals at one of the religious buildings in honour
of the guardian deities: the communal house and the two shrines. Membership of a team
is open to the village male elderly, as Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012), the
custodian of the communal house, says:
Members of the ritual teams for the communal house and the shrines are all
elderly men. The elderly women participate in the Đội dâng hương
(Incense-offering team) which operates at the village pagoda. This team of
the females also participates in the process of the tế rituals at the
communal house during the festival.
Each team, as Mr Nguyễn Gia Dậu (interview, 22 March 2015) states, has its own
common fund which is contributed to by its members. Normally, when an elderly man
wishes to participate in a team, he has to pay a membership fee of 100 thousand đồng
(about 5 USD). Moreover, the supplementary sources for this fund come from the cash
which the villagers and visitors leave on the altars as offerings to the guardian deities
when they come to pray to the deities.
Each team of the Ritual Board selects one elderly man among their members as a
custodian to take care of the building and perform the monthly rituals. The custodians of
the village of Đại Vi must have similar qualities to those who play this role in the village
of Quan Nhân. They volunteer to take care of the sites and serve the deities without being
paid. Whenever an individual or any family in the village is looking forward to happy
news or an achievement, the custodians have to come to the communal house or the
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shrines to give support in displaying offerings and performing rituals. Members of the
ritual team at the communal house have to take turn to collaborate with the custodian and
the Master of Rituals to perform customary rituals on the first (ngày sóc) and fifteenth
(ngày vọng) every month of the lunar calendar. On the first of every month, a meeting is
held at the communal house by the Ritual Board to recap the operation of the board. At
this meeting, representatives from the three teams also discuss issues related to the
restoration of the communal house and the shrines and other issues and reports to the
SCHCS.
The Ritual Space at Contemporary Đại Vi
The ritual space in honour of village guardian deities at the village of Đại Vi today
has changed dramatically. More and more village women are participating in the ritual
process as well as the ritual organization, including having roles on the SCHCS and the
Festival Committee. According to Mr Nguyễn Đ. B., head of the Gạ hamlet, member of
the SCHCS (interview, 22 March 2015), in 2012, of the nine members of the SCHCS,
there were two females, and in 2015, there were four. These female participants primarily
work in the fields of collecting donations, managing the common funds, and giving
reception.
Unlike the village of Quan Nhân where ceremonial banquets seem to be reviving
at the communal house space, few ceremonial banquets are organized at the communal
house of Đại Vi. As Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 22 March 2015) explains, this
change has taken place for two reasons. Firstly, it is the SCHCS that manages the ritual
space and organization. Its members, most of whom are village cadres, resist extravagant
and lavish feasting on the occasion of weddings, funerals, and festivals as ceremonial
banquets are associated with dynastic customs and are costly. Secondly, the ritual men
and the elderly cannot afford a big feast as their common fund is just enough for
preparing the offerings, buying candles, tea, and other items of daily necessity. From my
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observation during the village’s festival in 2012 and 2015, ceremonial banquets were held
in private at households where family members, relatives, and friends enjoyed food and
drinks. After the tế rituals of the 2015 festival at the communal house, the village elderly,
male and female, and members of the Ritual Board merely had the fruits, meat, sticky
rice, and rice alcohol from the offerings to the guardian deities.
At the village of Đại Vi today, both male and female visitors can come into the
communal house and present offerings to the guardian deities on any occasion. Females
feel free even to enter the sanctuary which used to be reserved for the custodian and the
elderly men. This is because the local cadres as members of the SCHCS wish to
propagate the Party-State policies on gender equality and the communal house is a good
place to do this. Commenting upon the present communal house space, custodian Nguyễn
Gia Trang (interview, 22 March 2015) states:
We have (the elderly men of the Ritual Board) always wanted the
sanctuary space to be reserved to the custodian and the ritual elderly men
as it used to be, as it upholds the sacredness in the space where the tablets
of the deities are placed. However, they (the local cadres) say the
communal house is for everybody and women can come into the sanctuary
to pray.
Therefore, there is a constant tension between the village elderly men and the
local cadres as members of the SCHCS around the ritual space at the communal house.
The elderly ritual men accept female presence in the main hall, but they disagree with
female presence in the sanctuary. From my observation, during the 2012 and 2015
festival, a number of middle-aged women and girls entered the sanctuary and displayed
their offerings on the altars inside the house. However, many elderly women did not enter
the sanctuary; they just stayed in the main hall and prayed to the guardian deities.
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Regarding the ritual space at the communal house, Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hân (interview, 14
March 2015) states:
Whenever I visit the communal house, I still respect the customs and I
often restrain myself from entering the sanctuary; many of us, members of
the incense-offering board, do the same.
On ceremonial occasions, the elderly women of the village are still in the habit of
seating on the left bay of the communal house while the right bay is reserved for elderly
men, guests and local cadres (see Figure 22 above). In early 2015, a large trestle-bed was
installed on the left bay for the elderly women and three sets of chairs and coffee tables
were installed on the right bay for the men. The furniture was sponsored by individuals in
the village. The ritual space at the communal house today has witnessed more
participation by the village women, and they are gaining more rights in the festival and
ritual processes. The following section will continue to examine the interaction between
the community and the local authorities in restructuring the village festival in honour of
the guardian deities of the village of Đại Vi.
8.3

The Festival of Đại Vi
The festival of the village of Đại Vi is organized every year about a month after

the New Year holiday. It takes place from the eighth to the eleventh of the Second Month
of the lunar calendar. The village festival of Đại Vi, commonly known as vào đám
(entering the grand rituals), is the biggest religious, cultural, and recreational event all
year round. Like other village festivals, the festival is comprised of two major parts: the
rituals (phần lễ) and the recreational activities (phần hội).
In the past, according to Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012), the
festival lasted for ten days from the 6th to 16th of the Second Month. During the festival,
certain taboos had to be observed. Villagers as well as visitors had to try not using words
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such as Khanh, Thái, Ngọ, Mai, and Đa. These words refer to the first names or surnames
of the guardian deities. The taboos on not using words referring to the first names and
surnames of the guardian deities at Đại Vi were reported in the hagiology (thần tích)
compiled by the dynastic authorities about the personal histories of the deities (Trần Lạng
1993:22). Although there were no village regulations banning anyone in a mourning
period to enter the communal house to attend or just to watch the rituals, the villagers of
Đại Vi would restrain themselves from entering the ritual place if that were the case. They
believe that is the proper the way to show respect to the guardian deities.
To be well-prepared for the festival, the most important tasks to be conducted are:
establishing a committee to manage the festival and functional boards and teams,
performing the rituals at the communal house, and organizing the recreational activities.
Village Festival Committee
Unlike Quan Nhân where the festival is administered by the community-based
Festival Committee whose members are most village elderly men and women, a larger
proportion of the members of the Festival Committee of the village of Đại Vi are the
village cadres and representatives from the party cells, the Fatherland Front, the Women
Union, the Association of Veterans, the Association of the Elderly, Association of
Peasants, the Co-operative, and the Youth Union.
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Figure 24: The organization of the festival of the village of Đại Vi
Source: Author.

To organize the village’s festival, two institutions, a Directing Board (Ban chỉ
đạo) and a Festival Committee (Ban tổ chức lễ hội) (as shown in the above figure), are
established. The Directing Board is a party-power-based institution whose responsibilities
are to ensure that the festival is organized in accordance with the Party-State’s policies on
religion and culture and to supervise the Festival Committee in organizing the festival.
The Festival Committee, chaired by the village chief (trưởng thôn), is responsible for
establishing functional boards and supervising them in carrying out the festival plan.
Normally, the Directing Board consisted of three members; the secretary of the village
party cell is the head; two deputy-heads are the village chief and the head of the Board of
the Fatherland Front Work (Ban công tác Mặt trận). Therefore, as these two institutions
function, the festival activities of the village of Đại Vi are framed to take place well
within the guidelines of the Party-State.
The number of members of the Festival Committee may vary from festival to
festival. In 2012, the Festival Committee was comprised of 19 members (Thôn Đại Vi,
Ban tổ chức lễ hội 2012: 5). However, in 2015, there were 21 members. Of the members
of the Festival Committee, there were five females who were working in the fields of
finance, donations, reception, and propaganda (Thôn Đại Vi, Ban tổ chức lễ hội 2015: 4).
Assisting the village chief to manage the festivals, the functional boards deal with aspects
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of the village festival such as ritual, propaganda, donation, finance, security, and
recreational activities. To select a person who represents the whole village to
communicate with guardian deities, a Cai đám (Master of Rituals) is selected. Moreover,
a number of assistant boys are selected for the procession of the festival.
Selection of Mr Cai đám
Mr Cai đám, Master of Rituals, is a man who represents the whole community
offering sacrifice, giving thanks for the past year, and expressing wishes for the deities’
blessings for the coming year. Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) said about
the selection of the Master of Rituals in colonial times: “In the pre-1945 era, the six tư
văn, village’s Literati, would compete with one another to auction (tậu) the position of
Master of Rituals.”
Đại Vi used to be a village where titles and literacy were respected. The Literati
had the higher seats at the communal house and had the right to compete for the position
of Master of Rituals. However, as the solemn rituals required such long kowtowing and
praying, most of the members of the committee could not tolerate the position. Since
1995, as Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) states, a regulation has been
made that hamlets of the village would take turns to nominate an elderly man to take the
position.
The nomination of the Master of Rituals often takes place right before the lunar
New Year, two or three months before the village festival. For Đại Vi, if one is respected
and nominated, he can take the position as Master of Rituals more than once. However,
“No one has taken the position the second time yet”, said Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang
(interview, 12 May 2012). The criteria for being the Master of Rituals are that one should
behave well in the community and have a happy family with good children. To be eligible
for the position, the candidate must have his spouse still alive; his offspring should not
commit social evils such as theft, gambling, or drug addiction. In general, the criteria for
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selection of the Cai đám of the village of Đại Vi are very much the same as those for
selection of Mrs and Mr Khởi chỉ of the village of Quan Nhân. Many of the contents of
the criteria for selection of the Master of Rituals are also similar to those for the ‘cultural
family’ of the Party-State’s movement of building a new culture. The application of these
criteria ensures that local activities are properly along the lines of the Party-State’s
policies on a new culture.
A candidate for this position should also be able to afford to prepare offerings for
the whole year’s ceremonial occasions, especially for the tế rituals during the festival.
Other expenditures arise from banquets to treat relatives and friends. For the village
festival in 2012, it was the turn of the Ngọ hamlet to recommend one elderly man for the
position of Master of Rituals. One person was first nominated for the position, but he
refused to accept the nomination. Explaining why he refused the honour, Mr Nguyễn Gia
Dậu (12 May 2012) says:
Regarding the criteria, I was eligible for the position of Master of Rituals. I
would have liked to take the position as it would be an honour, but the
expenditure would be considerable and I could not afford it. Moreover,
people of my household could not shoulder the preparation of the offerings
to the guardian deities and the banquets to treat the village elderly,
relatives, and friends.
In principle, all of the offerings prepared by the Master of Rituals and his family
come from the village’s fund. However, as Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May
2012) noted, the food and drinks to treat the village are at the expense of the master and
his family: “The Master of Rituals delivered 80 trays of food and drinks to treat the whole
village this festival year”. In order to do a good job in the ritual process, the Master of
Rituals needs to undergo careful training which may last from three days to a week. The
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invocative script is to be written and kept by the Master of Rituals before the festival.
Regarding the ritual script, Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) said:
In the old days, as soon as the village festival came around, an elderly
member of the Literati who had sound knowledge of Hán-Nôm would be
selected to write the invocative scripts.
In today’s practice, as noted earlier, the invocative scripts are prepared in readytyped formats in modern Vietnamese for the Master of Rituals to fill in with the dates and
his own name on behalf of the whole village. The invocative scripts must express: first,
the gratitude of the whole community to the guardian deities for their protection and
blessing for the past years, favourable weather for farming, good health for the people,
peace and prosperity for the whole community; and second, the wishes of the whole
community for their continual protection and blessings in coming years.
Selection of Boy Assistants
Unlike that of the village of Quan Nhân, the festival of Đại Vi only requires the
participation and service of boys in the procession. At the village of Đại Vi, girls are not
selected to participate in the procession. Girls are mobilized only in the cleaning of the
communal house, carrying the fruits, sticky rice, sacrificial offerings, and rice alcohol
from the Master of Rituals’ home to the communal house. The selection of the assistant
boys for the festival is often the responsibility of the hamlet heads who collaborate with
the secretary of the village Youth Union. The hamlet heads and the secretary of the Youth
Union are members of the Festival Committee. Normally, boys, as members of the village
Youth Union, are encouraged to participate in the festival. After the process of selection
has finished, all the boys are handed over to the Ritual Board for training. According to
Mr Nguyễn Gia Dậu (12 May 2012), the village provides the training, as well as food and
drinks during the training period and the festival. After the festival each is awarded with a
gift in cash of from 50 to 100 thousand đồng (about 2.5 to 5 USD).
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The boy assistants (see Figure 25 below) are divided into different groups. Each
group needs training and learns to co-operate with others during the festival. The ritual
costumes are provided on the days of the festival. The Master of Rituals is responsible for
the organization of training and rehearsal for the boy assistants. The boy assistants are to
be trained working in groups responsible for carrying the palanquins, the flags, parasols,
and placards.

Figure 25: The boy assistants gathering in front of the communal house ready for the
procession of the 2015 festival of the village of Đại Vi
Source: Author.

The only group that needs more time to train is the dragon dancers. It may take
two weeks for them to master the dance and co-operate well with one another and with
other groups. All the boy assistants must follow the instructions given by a member of the
Ritual Board. His job is to make sure the protocols are observed properly according to
village convention.
Collecting Contributions for the Festival
Unlike the village of Quan Nhân which has a considerable common funds from donations
and rental of the car parking space and the ponds, the main financial source for the
organization of festival of the village of Đại Vi relies on contributions from every
household; the contribution is based on the number of people in the household. In 2015,
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to raise funds for the festival, the Festival Committee planned to collect 10 thousand đồng
(0.5 USD) per person as contribution in cash. Therefore, the committee would have a total
of 44,400,000 VND (forty-four million four hundred thousand) to spend for the festival
(see Table 6 below).
Table 6: Estimates on contribution per person for the organization of the 2015 festival of the village
of Đại Vi

Residential Unit

Number of

Sub-total

residents

(in Vietnamese đồng)

Nối hamlet

930

9,300,000

Ngọ hamlet

730

7,300,000

Giữa hamlet

930

9,300,000

Chiền hamlet

600

6,000,000

1,250

12,500,000

4,440

44,400,000

Gạ hamlet
Total

Source: Thôn Đại Vi, Ban tổ chức lễ hội 2015 (The village of Đại vi, the 2015 Festival Committee
of the village of Đại Vi

The collection of contributions based on the number of people in the households
for the festival was the responsibility of the heads of the hamlets, of the party cells and of
the Fatherland Front. These members of the Festival Committee would request every
household in their hamlets to pay the contributions as scheduled and report to the Festival
Committee. Apart from collecting contributions from the residents, the Board of Moral
Merit also collects donations from individuals and institutions in the neighbourhood.
Moreover, funds also are raised by collecting the rental for spaces for vending and game
stalls during the time the festival takes place. In 2015, as Mr Nguyễn Đ. B. (interview, 22
March 2015) says, anyone who registered a stall had to pay 200 thousand đồng (about 10
USD) for three days and 1.2 million đồng (about 60 USD) for a space for games; the total
fund from these sources was estimated about 10 million đồng (500 USD). However, the
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fund from the rental accounts for a smaller proportion compared to the contributions from
the residents of the village.
The Process of the Festival
The festival of the village of Đại Vi overlaps the festival of Quan Nhân in two
days, on 10th and 11th of the Second Month of the lunar calendar. The festival officially
starts on the 8th and ends on the 10th. However, the communal house is open right from
the 6th and rituals are performed at the communal house from the 8th to the 11th.
Members of the Ritual Committee come to the communal house with the custodian to
clean the guardian’s statue and chairs, the altars, and all the objects for worship to make
sure that the whole communal house is ready for the festival.
One day before the festival begins, all the boy assistants are summoned to the
communal house to help to display the wooden horses, the traditional weapons, the
festival flags, and other objects of worship on the front yard, ready for the opening of the
festival. In the afternoon, a final rehearsal for the procession is conducted. Each team acts
according to their positions in the line and learns to co-operate with one another. The
secretary of the Youth Union in collaboration with the hamlet heads encourages both boys
and girls to clean and decorate the communal house and its surrounding spaces ready for
the festival.
The festival of the village of Đại Vi commences with a ceremony known as rước
văn (invocative script parade) commencing from the house of the Master of Rituals.
Unlike in the village of Quan Nhân, the invocative scripts are collected at the village
Temple of Literature (văn chỉ) and brought to the communal house in procession. For the
village of Đại Vi, to collect the invocative scripts and bring them to the communal house,
a delegation is sent to the Master of Rituals to escort him and the ritual script to the
communal house. As soon as the Master of Rituals with the ritual script has arrived at the
communal house, the procession of the deities from the two shrines to the communal
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house starts. In general, the order of the procession of Đại Vi is very much like that of the
village of Quan Nhân.
The procession of the deities of the village of Đại Vi has especially witnessed the
participation of the hội vãi (society of Buddhist women devotees), the đội dâng hương
(incense-offering teams), and the village elderly women. According to a member of the
society of Buddhist women devotees of Đại Vi, Mrs Nguyễn Thị Hân (interview, 14
March 2015) the society of Buddhist women devotees and the incense-offering team (see
Figure 26) operate at the village pagoda; these women mainly help the nun of the pagoda
in performing rituals related to lifecycle, especially funerals.

Figure 26: The women of the incense-offering team in the procession of 2015 festival of the
village of Đại Vi
Source: Author

Every two years, the nun opens a training course for new members of the incenseoffering team. In the present-time village of Đại Vi, a woman aged from 50 is allowed to
join the village team of elderly Buddhist women called “Buddhist women-devotees”. To
be a member of this team, an elderly woman has to pay a fee of 50 thousand Vietnam
đồng. If a member of this team wants to join the incense-offering team (to perform rituals
in honour of the Buddha at the village pagoda and rituals in honour of the village
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guardian deities at the communal house), she has to take a training course. Women at the
village of Đại Vi, apart from their main ritual space at the village pagoda, are playing a
more and more important role in the communal ritual space. Besides participating in the
procession of the deities, the incense-offering by the elderly women is similar to the tế
rituals of the males in steps and orders as shown in the figure below (Figure 27).
Like those of the village of Quan Nhân, major rituals at the communal house of
Đại Vi are performed with the full attendance of the members of the Board of Ritual.
Strict ritual proceedings must also be observed. On those ceremonial occasions, a solemn
ritual called tế is to be performed. The tế requires formally dynastic court-like dressing in
black turbans and blue garb, and kowtowing in front of the altar to the deities.

Figure 27: The female elderly of the incense-offering team performing the rituals in honour
of the guardian deities at the communal house of the village of Đại Vi in 2015
Source: Author

Before the rituals take place, offerings and an invocation script should be
elaborately prepared. The invocation script is chanted aloud by the Master of Rituals in
front of the altar to the guardian deities. Traditionally, the invocation script was written in
Hán or in Nôm in the Chinese writing style in columns read from right to left. However,
today, villages in northern Vietnam have them written in modified style, in modern
Vietnamese, in columns read from left to right. Primarily the scripts are divided in three
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paragraphs; paragraph one is about the geographical and administrative location of the
village, the ceremonial date, list of ritual men attending the ritual, and list of offerings
presented; paragraph two is about the titles of the deities and their meritorious
achievements; and paragraph three is about the prayers made for the protection of the
deities. For the village of Đại Vi today, as the Literati has receded, it is the Master of
Rituals who takes the responsibility to prepare the invocative scripts on behalf of the
whole village. As soon as the master finishes chanting the invocation script, it is burnt so
that the message is sent to the guardian deities. Major rituals are performed at the
communal house and the two shrines with the attendance of the Master of Rituals, two
ritual assistants (bồi tế), village elderly, the villagers and visitors. The dress style is very
much a copy of the dynastic courts. The Master of Rituals is dressed in a red robe and hat;
the ritual assistants and other ritual men are dressed in blue robes and hats; the village
elderly wear black robes and turbans.
Generally, the process of the festival of the village of Đại Vi is, to a great extent,
similar to that of the village of Quan Nhân. During the time both of the festivals take
place, the national flags are flown higher than the festival flags, as required by law.
However, it differs from that of the Quan Nhân in that the festival normally starts with a
speech delivered by the village chief or the head of the Fatherland Front and the
attendance of local authorities. Moreover, the village chief as head of Festival Committee
and other village cadres as members are responsible for organizing the procession from
the communal house to each of the shrines and back, whereas, the village elderly of the
Ritual Board are responsible for performing the tế rituals inside the communal house
during the festival.
Recreational Activities
The second most important aspect of the village festival is the hội, the recreational
activities. The recreational activities are organized in the spaces in front of the communal
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house while the rituals are performed inside the communal house. However, like the
village of Quan Nhân, in recent years, due to the growing need for residential space and
other social changes, the communal space for festive activities has been limited. As a
result, some traditional recreational activities such as bamboo-swinging (đánh đu), or
classical drama (hát tuồng) have been performed with limited frequency or have even
been discontinued, whereas many modern activities (such as painting dolls, roller-coaster,
balloon darts) and games (badminton, Chiness chess), are being organized. Like that of
the village of Quan Nhân, Đại Vi, for the festival 2012 and 2015, a number of traditional
recreational activities were organized such as wrestling, rooster fights, and swinging.
One of the most interesting activities of the festival is quan họ, a style of folk
singing. Quan họ, as Lê Trung Vũ and Lê Hồng Lý (2005:431) state, is a Vietnamese
traditional folk music style popular in Bắc Ninh province. A performance of Quan họ
involves a group of female and male singers delivering challenges and responses. Quan
họ is usually performed during village festivals or on the New Year holiday. The general
rule is that the female group sing “challenge phrases” (câu ra) and the male group need to
sing “response phrases” (câu đối) of the same melody. After responding to the females’
phrases, the male group can issue challenge phrases in a different melody to the female
group, and the game keeps going. There are about 200 different melodies with thousands
of songs of this style (Trần Mạnh Thường 2005:217).
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Figure 28: Quan họ performance on a dragon boat on the pond by the communal house in
2015 at Đại Vi.
Source: Author.

At Đại Vi festival, Quan họ is often performed on dragon boats which are rowed
around the village pond next to the communal house (as shown in Figure 28). During the
village festival, it is the responsibility of the Youth Union and the village’s quan họ team
to organize the quan họ performances. This folk music team has attracted the
participation of the teenagers in learning and performing quan họ, especially on
ceremonial occasions.
The singers, most of whom are members of the Youth Union, are divided into
groups or pairs of males and females singing traditional songs in response to each other.
According to Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q. (interview, 09 June 2012), the club is operating with
finance from the membership fees, donations from the villagers, and payment from
performing visits at other villages’ festivals. According Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (12 May
2012), besides quan họ, during the 1990s, tuồng, classical drama, was also performed at
night time during the three-day village festival. There was a classical drama club whose
members were the village’s elderly men and women who taught one another the art.
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Wrestling is also organized during the village festivals from the 9th to the 11th of
the Second Month. Visitors from other villages and regions can register to participate in
the contests. Registering is free of charge and the prizes are often a bike, a kettle, or cash.
A wrestling ring is often set up in the front yard of the communal house on a round
platform filled with sand. Wrestling contests usually take place accompanied by drums
and gongs. Practicing wrestling is believed to be very good for an individual’s health as
well as maintaining the tradition of skill in martial arts in the community. Mr Nguyễn Gia
Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) recalled the village festivals when he was young:
No one knows when wrestling began. To my knowledge, it’s hundreds
of years since the first wrestling contest was organized during the
village festival. When I was small, the boys of our village were very
famous wrestlers. Many of those boys visited other villages’ festivals
and registered for their wrestling rings. Some of them often won the
first prizes and became well-known in the region.
Not only traditional recreational activities but also modern games are organized
during the village festival. Badminton contests are often divided into two classes: one for
the elderly players and the other for young players. The prizes are often not worth a lot of
money. Mr Nguyễn Gia Trang (interview, 12 May 2012) said:
For sports and games, the prizes are often a copper tray and about
200,000 VND (approximately 10 USD) for the winners, an aluminium
tray and 100,000 VND for the runners-up.
A village badminton club has been established and attracts the participation of a
number of the elderly men and women to practice. Due to the lack of funds to build
indoor badminton courts, two outdoor courts have been drawn on the front yard of the
communal house for the elderly in the village to practice. Talking about the communal
house refurbishment programme, Mr Nguyễn Đ. Q. (09 June 2012) said:
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After several village meetings with the attendance of members from
lineages, the Association of the Elderly, and village socio-political
institutions, I have, on behalf of the village, submitted the communal
house design to refurbish it with a playground and a park. The
playground and park will be located in the fields in front of the
communal house. If we can afford it, a new cultural house, which can
provide enough space for two indoor badminton courts whenever a
village meeting is not in progress, will be built.
As a result of the recreational activities at the festival of Đại Vi, apart from
traditional games, world sports and games have been played. These modern activities
seem to attract the interest and participation of not only young people in the village, but
also visitors to the festival.
Conclusion
The cult of guardian deities of the village of Đại Vi reflects a tradition of
remembering ancestors and honouring heroic figures. For the people at this village, it has
always been one of the most important spiritual and cultural practices which express the
local gratitude to the deities, which seek the help of the deities in fulfilling the needs of
the community and which also help to retain and enhance local community spirit. After
years of being discontinued, the cult began to be practiced again as soon as the village
elderly sought permission to rebuild the communal house in 1989. The recognition of the
communal house as a Historical-Artistic Site created regulatory and legal conditions for
the rituals to come into normal practice in 1993.
Since 1994, the communal ritual space in honour of guardian deities of the village
of Đại Vi has undergone significant transformation. The realm of the sacred has been, to a
certain extent, expanded.

Although most of the rituals, which are consistent with

Confucian dynastic court rites, have been retained, the hierarchy associated with them has
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been re-structured. Some of the old organizations such as the fraternal associations (giáp),
the Literati (Hội tư văn) have lost their significance and receded, while new sociopolitical organizations such as the Association of the Elderly (Hội người cao tuổi), the
Association of the Veterans (Hội cựu chiến binh), the Committee of Historical-Cultural
Sites (Ban di tích Lịch sử-Văn hóa), and the Youth Union (Đoàn thanh niên) have been
introduced into the organization of the cult and participated in the ritual space.
The annual festival in honour of the guardian deities is managed by a unit called
the Festival Committee. This committee is chaired by the village chief who works as an
intermediary between the local authorities and the villagers. The village chief is
nominated and voted for by the villagers and appointed by the communal People’s
Committee. By grafting these new structures onto the cult, the local authorities have
managed to ensure the operation of the cult to go along with the cultural and religious
views of the Party-State.
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CONCLUSION

THE RE-INVENTION OF A TRADITION

This thesis has considered the history of the cult of village guardian deities and its
survival and adaptation in the context of government innovation which has increasingly
recognized the cult’s legitimacy and value. The cult had a long history of germination
based on the Chinese model of town gods, and absorption of elements of local syncretic
religious practices based on an agricultural society. The cult of guardian deities
constitutes one of the three levels of ancestor worship: family, community (in this thesis
referred to as villages), and the nation. The guardian deities have long been considered as
the ancestors of villages. After years of the cult being performed intermittently or even, in
many cases, discontinued, there has been an upsurge in villages restoring or rebuilding
communal houses and seeking official recognition for communal houses as HistoricalCultural Sites. In the context of the market economy and modernization, the ritual
landscape has taken on a “new face”. The cult of village guardian deities is a popular
community-based tradition which has come into practice with new vitality after years of
suspension. The communal house rituals and festivals in honour of village guardian
deities are again core parts of village cultural and spiritual life, in a new political context.
A Long Tradition
The development and popularization of the cult in dynastic periods entailed a
complex relationship between the local people and the dynastic regimes in a process of
co-optation and compromise. In medieval Vietnam, the cult of village guardian deities
seemed to work as a vehicle in consolidating the power and control of the central court
over local levels. Therefore, successive dynastic regimes attempted to legitimise the cult
by means of granting titles to meritorious individuals after their deaths. Those individuals
included loyal mandarins who had made meritorious contributions, martyrs, national
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heroes, or craft ancestors. Deities of natural phenomena such as the Sun, the rain, the
wind, the thunder, rivers, forests, or certain animals such as tigers, snakes, and whales,
that had been worshipped by local people were also granted titles and recognized as
guardian deities. The dynastic central court would then encourage local people to build
shrines or temples, and outlined rituals to worship them as guardian deities. These deities
were considered as symbolic “officials” representing the central court over local
communities. The deities were recognized in three levels, upper, intermediate, and
primary, according to their meritorious contribution for the sake of the people and the
nation. The Dynastic Ministry of Rites was the administrative organ that was responsible
for managing the worship of deities all over the country. Each of the deities was
recognized in an account, known as a hagiology, about their life, work, and death. The
hagiologies issued by the Ministry of Rites were based on reports from local
communities, and the imperial decrees (thần sắc/sắc phong) issued by dynastic emperors
were valuable archives for studies on society, history, tradition, and customs of the
Vietnamese people in dynastic times.
A Đình làng (a communal house of a village or a community) originally
functioning as an administrative centre of a village and a meeting room for the village
elites to settle the village’s affairs, gradually became the place of worship of village
guardian deities. Moreover, as soon as a village came into a festive period, the communal
house became not only a place where rituals were performed in honour of the guardian
deities, but also a stage for cultural and recreational activities, such as traditional dramas,
hát chèo (chèo songs), hát tuồng (tuồng songs), hát quan họ (quan họ songs), wrestling
and dragon dancing. A communal house provides ritual space which helps to sustain,
consolidate, and develop the spirit, tradition, and custom of a village.
The communal house also came slowly to incorporate a spiritual function as a
place where the statues of the guardian deities resided. The ritual space at the communal
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house represented clearly the social hierarchy of a village in pre-colonial Vietnam; within
the ritual space at the communal house, the village politics were exercised by communal
forces such as lineages, fraternal associations, and trade guilds. Moreover, it also helped
to express and symbolise local autonomy. Communal houses reflect different cultural
ages in the history of the nation; they provide good sources for studies on architecture and
sculpture of different Vietnamese historical periods.
Village rituals were often articulated in the village conventions and might differ
depending on each village’s tradition and customs. Generally, rituals were performed
according to the agricultural and lunar calendric cycles, concentrating on the two seasons,
spring and autumn, and the four climatic spells. Religious practices and recreational
activities have their climax in village festivals, most of which are in honour of village
guardian deities. A festival is the biggest religious and cultural event of a village and is
often organized yearly. Rituals during a festival often involve sacrificial offerings and
processions that require elaborate preparation and rehearsal. As far as the proceedings and
costumes of rituals are concerned, communal house rituals recall historical dynastic rites.
But while the ritual space of the cult of guardian deities is, to a certain extent, organized,
the cult is still referred to as a popular religion without a church. Therefore, any threats or
pressures the cult may pose to the Party-State are mitigated by the fact that it is seen as
part of the nation’s traditions and customs.
An Expression of Community Spirit
My research in the two case-studies of the villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi in
chapters 6, 7 and 8 suggests that although many of the communal house rituals in honour
of village guardian deities are like the former dynastic court rites and village festivals
include a great amount of agricultural customs and old-fashioned recreational activities,
the revival of the cult of village guardian deities in contemporary Red River delta reflects
the re-invention of a tradition which has undergone transformation to accommodate
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economic modernity and political change. The rapid urbanization and industrialization
resulting from the market economy is accelerating the pace of village transformation.
Although the momentum for the revival of the cult at the two villages took place before
the Đổi mới and did not originate from the market economy, this process has fostered the
revival of the cult of village guardian deities.
In the context of rapid urbanization and the market economy, higher incomes have
created more favourable conditions for people to enjoy their cultural and spiritual life.
After years of being discontinued, the festival of the village of Quan Nhân, as explored in
chapter 7, has been revived and is attracting more participation of the local villagers and
the more attendance of visitors. The festival of Quan Nhân is categorized into major and
normal events. The major festival, which is shared by other four brother villages, is
organized every five years. The normal festival is organized every year. The major
festival is a much bigger event which takes more elaborate preparation and investment on
the part of the five brother villages. Although the agricultural economy which constituted
the base for the cult has disappeared and the community, once as a village, has been
administratively divided into quarters due to urbanization, this cultural religious practice
has been continued due to its local value in terms of community. In the context of
industrialization and the market economy, the village of Đại Vi has undergone great
socioeconomic transformation for the past nearly three decades, especially since 2005
when the global capitalist economy with the construction of the two industrial zones came
to the commune of Đại Đồng. Clearly, changes have not occurred uniformly at the two
villages, but they have occurred similarly in some ways.
As far as similarities are concerned, both of the villages venerate historical figures
as their village guardian deities in line with the Party-State’s view of upholding ancestor
worship and honouring historical figures. Although, festivals and rituals were reported to
occur well before the Đổi mới among villages in northern Vietnam (Endres 2002; Hy V.
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Luong 2007), the festivals and communal house rituals of the village of Quan Nhân and
Đại Vi began to come into normal practice as soon as the communal houses were
officially recognized and approved by the State in the early years of Đổi mới (in 1989 for
that of Quan Nhân and in 1993 for that of Đại Vi). The communal house major rituals,
especially the tế rituals, of the two villages are performed by a group of elderly men
known as Đội tế (Ritual team) in Quan Nhân and Ban khánh tiết (Ritual Board) in Đại Vi.
The recent revival of village rituals and festivals of both villages attracts a great
deal of attendance of visitors, promoting tourism and strengthening local economies.
Despite the administrative and social transformation due to the market economy and
urbanization which the villages of Đại Vi and Quan Nhân in particular have undergone,
the worship of village guardian deities has still been one of the core religious and cultural
elements of these two communities. Village festivals and communal house rituals are
occasions on which a solidary relationship not only among the members of a village, but
also between nearby villages can be consolidated. On those occasions, members of
brother villages pay visits to one another to share the exciting environment of the
festivals. Moreover, the tales about the guardian deities tell inspiring stories of heroism,
loyalty, and filial duty and examples of good behaviour. In many cases, loyalty to the
nation is also evoked. However, these changes at the two villages have also changed the
way which the rituals and recreational activities are performed. Due to reduced communal
space, a number of traditional recreational activities like wrestling in Quan Nhân and
bamboo swinging (đánh đu) in Đại Vi, for example, are longer organized during the
festival time. Instead, new games like balloon dart, painting, Chinese chess, for example,
have been introduced.
The communal rituals and festivals in honour of guardian deities of both villages
have witnessed more female participation. Within the ritual space at the communal
houses, the once male-dominated cult, whose rituals were based on agricultural
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production, has made more room for female voices and egalitarianism. At Quan Nhân and
Đại Vi, the elderly women used to establish their incense-offering team (đội dâng hương)
for pagoda ceremonies, “which mirrored the male ritual team” (Hy V. Luong 2007:444),
now participate not only in the communal house rituals and procession, but also in the
organization as members of the SCHCS, Festival Committees, and other functional
organizations.
As far as differences are concerned, the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site
(SCHCS) and the Festival Committee of the village of Quan Nhân are more like
community-based institutions whereas those of the village of Đại Vi are more like PartyState-derived power-based institutions. In the case of Đại Vi, the local authorities assert
more control over the SCHCS and Festival Committee than those in the case of Quan
Nhân. The cadres even take the cults seriously, and participate themselves as bona fide
community members, rather than there being any sense they are unbelievers. The state is
prepared to accept different models for its involvement in village festivals and rituals,
according to local conditions. From the cases of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi, the elderly in the
town are more active than the elderly in the rural region. Moreover, for the village of
Quan Nhân, the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site has proved to have more funds
from donations and other sources to restore the communal house and other buildings and
to conduct the rituals than the Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Site in Đại Vi
village. Both Quan Nhân and Đại Vi have nonetheless a strong local identity in relation to
their revolutionary history.
For Quan Nhân, as the population profile and economic foundation change, the
process of cultural and religious absorption and assimilation takes place at a faster pace.
When people come and go, they bring and take with them their local values. From my
research at Quan Nhân, the “outsiders” – people from other regions – are no longer
discriminated against by the “insiders” (native villagers). Therefore, the cult seems to
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establish a ritual space which helps to dissolve difference and create unity within this
community. Moreover, the new population profile and changing economic foundations at
Quan Nhân have created favourable conditions for the local people to earn and spend
money.
The two case-studies considered here also demonstrate that there is a constant
process of negotiation and cooperation between the local communities and the PartyState. The Party-State has attempted to manage and at the same time to accommodate the
cult of village guardian deities through the institutional tools of the socio-political and
social institutions at the village level such as the party cells (chi bộ), the Women Union
(Hội phụ nữ), the Youth Union (Đoàn thanh niên), the Association of Veterans (Hội cựu
chiến binh), and the Fatherland Front (Mặt trận Tổ quốc). In fact, the cult has been
hierarchically modernized to enact the new social hierarchy and family traditions in the
context of politically controlled and communal festival planning.
Folk Culture and National Identity
In recent years, economic achievements have paved the way for transformation in
many aspects, especially in culture and religion. To ensure the success of industrialization
and modernization, the Party-State has aimed to build an “advanced Vietnamese culture
imbued with national identity” to uphold sustainable economic development by issuing
Resolution 03-NQ/TW, at the fifth meeting of the eighth Central Committee in 1998
(Vietnam, Communist Party of Việt Nam 1998:41). In order to have an “advanced
culture”, it is essential to absorb new cultural values from the outside world. In the
context of globalization and international integration, Vietnam would have more
opportunities to fulfil its objectives.
However, the more cultural values the nation absorbs, the more risks it faces of
perceived cultural degradation, at odds with a national program. Traditions and customs
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which can help to minimize cultural domination from the outside world are now seen as
sites for defence of national identity. By exploring a national program, which has resulted
in the issue of a series of policies and the establishment of administrative institutions at all
levels, this thesis suggests that the Party-State has made an attempt to reshape the culture
to consolidate national identity. Moreover, a change in the viewpoint of the Party-State
has resulted in the relaxation of its attitude toward the spiritual and religious practices
which have germinated the revival of popular religion in general (McAllister 2013:18).
The cult of village guardian deities, once discouraged as it was considered to be
associated with the feudal elites and male-domination and not compatible with the new
revolutionary society, has returned in vitality. Communal houses and shrines which were
deserted, even left to ruin, have been re-built or restored; rituals and festivals have been
resumed at every village across the Red River delta. The cult seems to have the potential
to represent a move back to feudal traditions. However, it has been re-structured into a
model which embodies the goals of the nation in economic transition. Having been
modernized with the participation of new socio-political organizations, the cult helps to
promote rather than set back the transition.
The recent revival of the cults of guardian deities of the villages of Quan Nhân
and Đại Vi can be seen as the re-invention of a tradition which has demonstrated how
economic modernity and political change accommodate traditions in contemporary
Vietnam. It seems that even with some differences between the two villages, each
manifests a similar pattern of negotiation and compromise between the Party-State and
the local community. The cult is serving both the villagers, represented by the village
elderly and representatives of lineages, in seeking more autonomy, and the Party-State in
its attempt to re-shape culture for consolidating national identity. Moreover, from the two
cases of villages of Quan Nhân and Đại Vi, I suggest that the market economy has
changed the income base of the two communities and population growth has arisen in
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light of this. The changes can destabilise communities, but new ways of making and
spending money have also arisen in this context; spending on the cults is one way that
people are spending their money and, through the vitality of the cults, which is cultivated
with care, community as an ideal is remaining strong.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A
VIETNAMESE USED

Bồi tế: (Ritual assistants) Members of the Ritual Board (or ritual team) selected to assist the
master of rituals while rituals are being performed.
Cai đám:

(Master of rituals) A man is nominated by the elderly men and women of
a village to represent the whole village in managing the festival and
presenting the wishes of the village to the deity (deities). Cai đám also
works as a sponsor of the village festival.

Chủ tế;

(Ritual chief) A male or female person who leads a group performing the
official rituals of the cult of village guardian deity. This man/woman has
a thorough knowledge of the religious processes.

Đình làng: (Village communal house) a place where community activities and village
religious practices take place. This house is used especially for the
worshipping of village guardian deities.
Giai: (Boy/girl assistants) Village boys and girls recruited to serve in processions, rituals, and
chess games.
Giáp: (Fraternal Association) An association of male villagers active at colonial and precolonial Vietnamese villages in the Red River delta, established for tax
collection and ritual performances. The hierarchy of the association was based
on age and merit.
Ông từ:

(Communal house custodian) a man whose responsibility is to take care of
the communal house and who is selected from among the village elderly.

Phúc thần:

(Deity of happiness and auspiciousness) Any village guardian deities
were honoured shengs in the Certificate of Honour.

Thành hoàng: (Guardian deity) refers to a deity who is believed to guard a village from
natural disasters, epidemics, robbery, or intrusions. In this thesis the term
“guardian deity” will be used to mean thành hoàng.
Thần sắc: (Imperial Decree of Appointment) is an official document of feudal
governments issued on behalf of the King to appoint a heroic figure or a
local deity to be guardian deity of a village. The decree, a duplicate of
which was sent to a village, included personal information about the
ordained, his or her various merits, the rituals involved, the offerings to
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honour him or her at which times of the year, and the year and date of
issue.
Thần phả or Thần tích: (Hagiology) is a life story of a deity compiled by a historian from
the Ministry of Rites of a feudal government. A duplicate of it would be
sent to the village where the deity was worshipped.
Tiên chỉ (or khởi chỉ as called at some villages): (First Official or First Notable) A muchrespected elderly of a village, either a man or a woman, who is selected by
nomination at a meeting with the attendance of village elderly and lineages.
Tiên chỉ works as a sponsor of the village festival which is held each year.
Any village member can be selected for that position only once in his or her
life, and would be honoured with his or her name being written in the village
record book. Tiên chỉ used to be the highest and male-dominated position in a
village under the feudal system in Vietnam. He was the leader of a village and
was responsible for all aspects of village life - secular and religious. However,
due to social changes, Tiên chỉ is now powerless and is merely a symbolic
village leader during the village festive time.
Tín ngưỡng thành hoàng làng: the cult of village guardian deities.
Tổng cờ: (Chess manager) a male or female person selected to manage the human chess games
when a village is in its festive period.
Village institutions related to the communal house rituals in honour of the guardian
deities
Ban Khánh tiết:

Ritual board

Ban quản lý di tích lịch sử văn hóa:

Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites (CHCS)

Ban tổ chức lễ hội:

Festival Committee

Chi bộ:

Party cell

Di tích lịch sử văn hóa:

Historical-Cultural Site (HCS)

Đoàn thành niên:

Youth Union

Đội tế

Ritual team

Hội cựu chiến binh:

Association of the Veterans

Hội người cao tuổi:

Association of the Elderly

Hội phụ nữ:

Women Union

Mặt trận Tổ quốc:

Fatherland Front

Tiểu ban lý di tích lịch sử văn hóa:

Sub-Committee of Historical-Cultural Sites (SCHCS)

Tổ dân phố:

Quarter
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APPENDIX B
THE COPPER PLATE HAGIOLOGY AT QUAN NHÂN COMMUNAL HOUSE

(Translated into English by the author)
Hagiology of a loyal mandarin, a far descendant of the Hùng kings, of Việt
Thường family
Once upon a time, right from the establishment of the Southern Realm, our first
ancestor ruled the nation and the throne was passed from father to the first son, from
generation to generation. At that time, the second generation of Kinh Dương Vương, Lạc
Long Quân, settled in the Nghĩa Lĩnh Mountain as his headquarters to rule the nation. Lạc
Long Quân married Đế Lai’s daughter, named Âu cơ, as his queen. Then after Âu cơ had
become pregnant, clouds of five colours came to cover the top of Nghĩa Lĩnh Mountain
when she gave birth to a pouch of 100 eggs, hatched with 100 sons. All the sons had
excellent natures and heroic personalities. When they grew up, they were ordained leaders
of different localities of the 15 administrative regions.
One day, Lạc Long Quân said to Âu cơ: “I belong to the dragon family and you
belong to the fairy family. We are so different and cannot live together for a long time”.
Therefore, Âu Cơ took 50 of the sons, heading to the mountainous regions, and Long
Quân took the rest of the sons, heading to coastal regions. The first son of the 50 sons
heading to mountainous regions succeeded the throne to be King of the nation. The others
became gods of mountains, rivers, forests, and seas of the Southern Realm.
One of the sons, named Hùng Dược Công, was the ruler of Kinh Bắc region. He
married a girl in the Ái Châu region called Cao Thị châu, as his official wife. The ruler
was kind, generous and tolerable to his people and his wife was faithful and lovely. Then
out in the garden, the cinnamon tree had sprouts not in the right season, as a symbol that a
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woman would give birth to a daughter, not a son. At that time Hùng công was beyond 50
years old and his wife was already over 40.
One day, his official wife returned to her fatherland in Ái châu to make prayers to
her ancestors. On the way, reaching Nam Ngạn Mountain, she saw a small shrine,as it
suddenly began to pour with rain. The sky was extremely dark with a strong wind. She
got into the shrine to avoid the rain. As soon as she was inside the shrine, she fell asleep
and in her dream she saw well-dressed a man of good looks and a good build standing by
her; she asked who he was and he replied: “I am a god worshipped in this shrine sent by
the King of Heaven. Luckily for me, I meet you. I wish to be your son by means of
reincarnation”; on hearing this, she was startled and woke up; she immediately ordered
her escort to get out of the shrine and she set out. When she reached her fatherland, she
visited her parent’s tomb and made prayers at the family’s ancestor house. As soon as all
things had been done, she returned to Kinh Bắc. After the journey to her fatherland, she
was pregnant until the tenth of the First Month of the year of Đinh Mùi (the Goat), when
she gave birth to a son who had a talented look. When he was 100 days old, he was
named Hùng Lang Công. Day by day, spring by summer, the boy grew to be intelligent,
kind, and tolerant. He was ordained the ruler of the territory Vũ Tiên when he was not yet
18 years old.
In the meantime, there came from a big family living on the Quan Nhân plantation
of Mục Môn commune in Thanh Trì district Trương Thị, a beautiful girl of righteousness
and an adventurous character. When she was 17 years old, she followed her father
travelling by boat to trade cloth and silk and often passed the land of Vũ Tiên. One day,
Hùng Lang on his patrol met the girl; being attracted by her beauty, he fell in love with
her at first sight. As soon as he got back to his headquarters, he ordered his followers to
invite her father to come and made his proposal to the girl’s father. On meeting him, he
said: “I know that in Hoàng Công family, good father, a good daughter is as a pearl, I’d
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like to buy her as treasure for my family, would I be compatible?” Hùng Công asked.
“My family has only one peach flower to take care of her parents of old age. You should
think what you need to do” Trương Công replied. Hùng Lang expressed his respect to him
and ordered his followers to take tributes for the marriage. After the wedding, Trương Thị
was acknowledged his official wife.
Not long later, Trương Thị asked her husband to return with her to her fatherland
at the Quan Nhân plantation of Mục Môn commune, to make prayers to her ancestors, on
the 18th of First Month. On receiving the couple, the villagers built a cottage for them to
stay in temporarily, and then they moved to the wife’s house to make prayers to her
ancestors.
No sooner had the couple left the village than terrible epidemics came. The
villagers set up an altar, whereupon they saw a person in blue, holding a white flag in his
hand descending, who said he was Heaven’s messenger coming to help the villagers. That
day was the 12th of the Third Month. The villagers then prayed to the deity, made
offerings and the epidemics gradually disappeared; everybody in the village was safe.
Then the villagers built a shrine to worship the deity. Hùng Lang promised to fund the
building and offered the villagers tax exemption if they worshipped the deity. From then
on, the villagers could enjoy peace and prosperity under his favour.
Not long later, there were suddenly enemies penetrating the border, robbing and
killing people. The central court ordered commanders from territories to lead their troops
to stop the enemies. Hùng Lang Công was then ordained Bố tránh (commander) leading
his troops to fight the enemies. He said good bye to the King, his father and led his troops
to the frontline in Nam Chân region of Sơn Nam territory to set up his headquarter. He
fought six battles, and was able to defeat the enemy. The enemy retreated with heavy
casualties of hundreds of dead, and a great number were captured as prisoners. Returning
to the headquarters, his troops had lost their alertness due to being tired after fighting the
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enemy for nearly six months. One day, he returned to his wife’s fatherland in Quan Nhân
plantation, but the enemy knew this and surrounded him and his troops. As the enemy
was stronger in number, he had to retreat to the shrine with 60 followers. The commander
of the enemy asked him to surrender and promised him promotions and treasures, but he
refused and fought to the death. After ten battles, the enemy lost and had to retreat to the
Hải Ninh region.
On hearing that Lăng Công was consistent and loyal, his father King awarded him
and his troops. Then Lăng Công travelled by boat to his headquarters. That day was the
2nd of the Eighth Month. Suddenly, it became dark, a heavy storm and rain came, the
river roared with high tides and he disappeared. The villagers witnessed his disappearance
and made prayers to him. As soon as a messenger came back with bad news for his wife,
he found she had passed away. After their funeral, her family and the villagers built a
shrine to worship them. Later, she was ordained Dục Đức Quan Nhân Nương công chúa
(Princess of kindness and loyalty).
Successive dynasties such as the Đinh, Lê, Lý, and the Trần Lê, issued certificates
of deification and honour to the deities and ordered the villagers to worship them forever.
Major rites would be performed annually from the 10th to the 13th of First Month, on
their death day on the 2nd of the Eighth Month, the wife’s birthday on 8th of second
month, her death day on 12th of Tenth Month, spring day on 12th of the Third month, and
at the end of summer days on the 6th of the Eleventh Month.
38

The 10th of the Third Month, the year of Hồng Phúc 2.

This village had worshipped two anonymous deities before. In the Fourth Month
of the year Tân Hợi39 under the imperial year name of Tự Đức 440, this hagiology was
based on the hagiology of Bằng Đắng commune of Bạch Hạc district. On the 10th of Quý
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1573
The Pig
40
1851
39
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Sửu year in the imperial year of Tự Đức 6 41, the inscriptions were made based on the
original story on this copper plate for later generations.
(This hagiology was translated from the original version engraved on a copper
plate at Quan Nhân communal house in Hán into modern Vietnamese by Đinh Khắc
Thuân, a researcher at the Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies [Viện Nghiên cứu Hán Nôm])
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APPENDIX C
THE ORDER OF THE PROCESSION OF QUAN NHÂN’S 2012 FESTIVAL

1. Leading the procession, the boys were under the dragon and lion puppets, dancing in
tune with the drums and gongs. The horse and elephant group came right after the
dragon dancing group.
2. Drum and gong group: one boy dressed in a red robe and a red turban pushed a large
drum on a wooden frame with wheels. As he walked, he played the drum in tune with
the large gongs shouldered by two other boys.
3. Buddhist representatives: a group of elderly women who often go to the pagoda to pray
was sent by the village pagoda to attend the procession. They carried small flags, the
festival flags and national flags. The elderly women were dressed in brown robes. The
colour means simple and pure, free from every day joys and sorrows.
4. Trống bản: A group of men played small drums to keep tune for other musical
instruments.
5. Múa bồng: is a kind of traditional rice culture. A group of small boys and girls, aged
from 8 to 12 standing in two lines, danced and played cơm drums42. A number of
villages in the Red River delta perform this kind of dance during their village festival.
6. Long đình ông and lọng: the guardian deity’s chair was carried by eight boys who
were dressed in red jackets and wore black turbans.
7. Cờ, mệnh: a team of two boys carrying two medium-sized flags with large Hán
characters on them. The characters are pronounced cờ and mệnh.
8. Lộ bộ nam: a group of boys carried ritual objects such as the eight weapons and
wooden banners.

42

Cơm drums are Vietnamese traditional musical instruments. A cơm drum has a cylindered wooden frame
with two tops made of tanned buffalo leather. When playing the drum, the players apply a handful of rice on
the two ends. The drums make beautiful harmonic sounds.
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9. Bát cống ông: a group of 16 boys, taking turns in groups of eight each, carry a big
chair with the statue of the guardian deity on it. The boys wore sleeveless red jackets
with red yellow rope ornaments and black turbans.
10.

Kiệu nước: two boys carried a vase of water called the deity’s water using a pole

with carvings of dragons.
11. Đội tế: a group of men specializing in kowtowing and praying. Each member of this
group should be masters of the rites at the communal house. They wore blue robes
with long sleeves, blue cap, and up-turned nose shoes. Apart from kowtowing and
praying to the guardian deity at the festival, they perform their job on all ceremonial
days all year round. The head of this group is in his term of five years. While in the
procession, he has a boy following him carrying a parasol over his head.
12. Cờ nam: A group of boys who act as chess pieces during games of cờ người, human
chess. There were 16 boys in this team and a leader called Tổng cờ, Mr Chess
manager. Mr Chess manager resigned from his position as soon as the festival ended.
Like the head of the ritual team, Mr Chess manager had as boy carrying a parasol
over his head too.
13. Bát âm: a group of people who played the eight traditional musical instruments.
Members of this group wore black robes with black turbans.
14. Sênh tiền: a team with two groups of girls aged from 8 to 12 and women. They
played a kind of musical instrument called the sênh tiền which is comprised of three
pieces of heavy wood. Two of the pieces, about 30 centimetres long, 3 centimetres
wide, 8 centimetres thick, are tied together by a leather rope one on the top of the
other. The one below has two nails with coins on it. The upper piece has one nail
with coins. The players use the third piece which is shorter than the above two to
strike the two pieces with coins to make beautiful sounds.
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The order of the procession of the village Goddess
1. Long đình: a group of teenagers carried a chair with an incense burner. The girls wore
red robes and black curtains.
2. Cờ, Mệnh: a team of two teenage girls carried two medium- sized flags with large Hán
characters on them. The characters are pronounced cờ and mệnh.
3. Trầu cau: a team of teenage girls carried cases of areca and betel and cases of combs
and cosmetics for the Goddess.
4. Lộ bộ: a group of girls carried ritual objects such as the eight weapons and wooden
banners.
5. Kiệu bát cống: a group of 16 teenage girls, taking turns in groups of eight each time,
carried a big chair with the statue of the guardian deity on it. The girls wore red robes
and black turbans.
6. Kiệu nước: two girls carried a vase of water called the “deity’s water”, using a pole
with carvings of dragons.
7. Dâng hương: a group of women specializing in kowtowing and praying. Each member
of this group should be masters of the rites at the communal house. They wore red
robes with long sleeves, red turbans, and up-turned nose shoes. Apart from kowtowing
and praying to the guardian deity at the festival, they performed their job on all
ceremonial days all year round. The head of this group was in his term of five years.
During the procession, she had a girl in pink robe and turban carrying a parasol over
her head.
8. Cờ nữ: A group of teenage girls who acted as chess pieces during games of cờ người,
human chess. There were 16 girls in this team and a leader called Tổng cờ, Mrs Chess
manager. Mrs Chess manager resigned from her position as soon as the festival ended.
During the procession, she had a girl in a pink robe and turban carrying a parasol over
her head.
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APPENDIX D
THE HAGIOLOGY OF THE VILLAGE OF ĐẠI VI

(Translated into English by the author)
In the country of the Vietnamese under the Đinh Tiên Hoàng emperor’s rule, there
was a wealthy family of husband and wife. The husband’s surname was Bấc and his first
name was Khanh; his wife was called Hoàng Thị. They lived east of Hoa Lư town in
Trường An palace in Thanh Hóa province. The couple were living a life of good
behaviour and morality. They were trying their best to be charitable and to avoid doing
harm to others.
Although they were living very favourably on a location which benefited them,
they were on the edge of despair for a child at the age of over forty. They reconciled
themselves by adopting a motherless boy and named him Bạch Đa. One night, the wife, in
her dream, saw a dragon appear in the middle of a mass of cloud at the threshold of their
house, so she ran to it but only managed to touch its tail. After that time, she conceived
and at the time of the dragon, on the 10th of the Second Month, in the year of Giáp thìn
(the Dragon), she gave birth to twin boys. The boys were born with natural talents, good
looks and intelligence. However, as the twin brothers had been born from the conception
between a human being and a dragon, people could not tell who the elder brother was and
who was the younger brother. The couple named the twin brothers Trường Ngọ and
Trường Mai.
As soon as the twin brothers were 16 years old, they had mastered the martial arts
and were as strong as the wind and the mountains, and could fight against hundreds of
enemies. When they were 25, both their parents passed away because of a severe disease.
They were deeply moved with sorrow. The two brothers looked for land according to the
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Feng shui, in which to bury their parents and, as an act of filial piety, went into mourning
for them for three years.
In the meantime, there were twelve lords who each ruled a region across the
country and declared war against one another. People were living miserable lives in riots,
suffering from famine and diseases and death. A man called Đinh Tiên Hoàng whose
father had been a commander, raised his sabre high in revolt against the lords. He heard
about the fame and talent of the three brothers and asked them to join his army. They
were conferred a position of Đô úy (captain) in the army and were ordered to lead their
troops attacking the lords. The three brothers recruited over a thousand soldiers among
their followers. At the same time, the commander ordered all the districts and provinces
nearby to recruit nearly ten thousand men into the three brothers’ troops. As the three
brothers led their men, passing the Sơn Nam district centre of Ứng Thiên province, they
stopped at a pagoda in the Bối Khê plantation. They gave their men permission to take off
their armour to take a rest and have food and drink. Unexpectedly, the enemy appeared
from nowhere, from all the four directions, in fierce attacks. Knowing there would be no
rescuing troops, the three brothers encouraged their troops by yelling, “the Jade Emperor
is supporting our commander”, one against a hundred, to strike through the enemy’s
siege. As a result, the enemy retreated. The three brothers reported their success to the
emperor Đinh Tiên Hoàng. The emperor ordered them and their troops to head north to
the region of the Tiên Du district of Từ Sơn town. They set up their headquarters in the
area of the village of lower Đại Vi to stand at the back of the enemy. The villagers in the
neighbourhood were in great fear when saw a big troop coming. To calm the villagers, the
brothers said, “You kind people do not be afraid of us; we brothers are loyal to the
emperor and the country, and are not as cruel as the Ngô43 troops”.

43

In history, after the death of Ngô Quyền emperor in 944, Dương Đình Nghệ, his brother-in-law, seized
the throne from the Ngô family proclaiming himself Dương Lord. Descendants of Ngô Quyền emperor with
the support from their father’s followers revolted against Dương and overthrew him. However, as the
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The villagers admired the three brothers’ good deeds and the neighbourhood came
over to join their troops. The three brothers selected four elites from the villagers and
assigned them to stay in position to protect them from all four directions. One day,
unexpectedly, the enemy came to lay siege to the three brothers’ troops. The three
brothers ordered their men to fight hard against the enemy. However, the enemy was so
strong that the three brothers looked up to the sky and vowed to be loyal to the emperor
fighting to the death against the enemy. It was the 10th of July; the three brothers, on
horseback, retreated to the Đống field (the Shrine paddy field) and died there. Grateful for
their good deeds and loyalty, the villagers set up a shrine to venerate them.
As soon as Đinh Tiên Hoàng defeated the twelve lords, reuniting the country and
building the capital city in Hoa Lư, following the examples of the Hùng Kings, the
emperor ordered a record to be made of the glorious feat of arms of his followers. The
emperor conferred the three brothers as intermediate spirits of auspiciousness (trung đẳng
phúc thần) and permitted the Đại Vi village to build a shrine to worship them.
Later, emperor Lê Đại Hành44 conferred upon them đương cảnh Thành hoàng linh
phù chi thần (local guardian deity of auspiciousness) as follows:1. Brother Trường
Mai – auspicious spirit,
2. Brother Trường Ngọ - auspicious spirit,
3. Brother Bạch Đa – auspicious spirit.
Then the emperor announced a record of their birth day, death day, and words of
taboo such as Khanh, Thái, Ngọ, Mai, and Đa and permitted the lower Đại Vi village to
worship them.

central government became weakened, local leaders proclaimed themselves lords of autonomous territories,
and the lords started wars against one another, pushing the country in riot and famine. There were twelve
territories all over the country at that time and this is known as the Period of Twelve Territories in the
history of Vietnam.
44
908-1005
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The above story was based on the original accounts written and edited by a
scholar named Nguyễn Bính, a minister of the Ministry of Rites in First Month of the
imperial year Hồng Phúc (1572) of the Lê dynasty. The original version of the hagiology
in Hán or in Nôm coded AE.a7/22 is filed at the Institute of Hán-Nôm Studies.
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APPENDIX E
THE ORDER OF A TẾ RITUAL OF THE VILLAGE OF ĐẠI VI

1. Lão thiếu túc tĩnh - would people from the elders to the babies please keep silent,
2. Khởi chinh cổ - ring the drums and gongs (three times),
3, Chấp sự giả các chi kỳ tự - members of Ritual Board please stand in lines,
4. Cư xoát lễ vật - check the offerings (two ritual assistants come to the altar to
double-check the offerings),
5. Bồi tế tựu vị, chủ tựu vị - ritual assistants and Master of Rituals stand in positions,
6. Bài ban tế lễ thần cúc cung bái – Master of Rituals and assistants kowtow to the
guardian deities four times,
7. Hương - all arise,
8. Bái - bow (all members bow to the guardian deities four times),
9. Bình thân, thượng hương - arise and resume positions,
10. Nghệ quán tẩy sở - Purify yourself (the Master of Rituals comes to basin to
wash his hands),
11, Thuế cân - dry yours hands (one boy assistant comes to provide the Master of
Rituals with a towel),
12, Nghệ hương án tiền - the Master of Rituals moves forward four steps,
13. Quỳ - on your knees and kowtow,
15. Phần hương - burn the incense sticks,
16. Thượng hương - offer the incense sticks (two ritual assistants come to take the
incense burner to the altar and plant them into the incense burner),
17. Phủ phục - kowtow (the Master of Rituals kowtows as low as his face lies on his
hands which are pressing the ground)
18. Hương - arise,
19. Bình thân phục vị - the Master of Rituals resumes his position,
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20. Nghệ tửu tôn sở - offer the rice alcohol (the principal gets a bottle of rice
alcohol),
21. Tước tửu - fill the alcohol jar with rice alcohol,
22. Nghệ Đại vương thần vị tiền - on your knees,
23. Tiến tước - show the rice spirit (the Master of Rituals holds the rice alcohol jar
over his head, then in front of him and kowtows to the guardian deities),
24. Hiến tước - offer the rice alcohol (one ritual assistant comes to take the alcohol
jar to the altar. He is moving to the altar slowly, step by step)
25. Phủ phục - kowtow (the Master of Rituals kowtows as low as possible),
26. Hương - arise (the Master of Rituals stands up),
27. Bình thân phục vị - resume positions,
28. Nghệ đọc chúc vị - be ready to recite the invocative script (the Master of Rituals
and all members of the ritual team move forward to stand in front of the altar),
28. Quy giai quị - all on your knees,
29. Chuyển chúc - pass the invocative script to the Master of Rituals,
30. Tuyên chúc - Recite the ritual script,
31. Phủ phục - kowtow,
32. Hương - arise,
33. Cúc cung bái - kowtow two times,
34. Bình thân phục vị - resume your positions,
35. Hành á hiến lễ - offer rice alcohol the second time,
36. Nghệ tửu tôn sở - fill the alcohol jars on the tray,
37. Tiến tước - show the rice alcohol (the Master of Rituals holds the rice alcohol
jar over his head, then in front of him and kowtows to the guardian deities),
38. Hiến tước - Offer the rice alcohol (two ritual assistants come to take the alcohol
jars to the altar. They are moving to the altar slowly, step by step)
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39. Phủ phục - kowtow,
40. Hương - arise,
41. Bình thân - stand in order,
42. Phục vị - resume positions,
43. Hành Trung hiến lễ - Offer rice alcohol the third time,
44. Nghệ tửu tôn sở - fill the jars with rice alcohol,
45. Nghệ ẩm phước vị - Master of Rituals comes in position and holds the tray of
alcohol jars,
46. Ẩm phước - Master of Rituals, still holding the tray of alcohol jars as high as his
face,
47. Thu tộ - offer the betel and areca,
48. Phủ phục - kowtow,
49. Hương - arise,
50. Bái - bow,
51. Hiến trà - offer the tea,
52. Tử thần cúc cung bái - all people present at the communal house bow to the
guardian deities four times,
53. Bình thân, phần chúc - resume positions and burn the ritual script,
54. Lễ tất - the ritual ends.
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APPENDIX F
IMAGES OF THE 2015 FESTIVALS AT QUAN NHÂN AND ĐẠI VI

Figure 1: The flags, parasols, palanquins, horses and
others have been displayed on the communal house yard
for the 2015 festival of the village of Quan Nhân.

Figure 3: The procession from the communal house of
Quan Nhân to the communal house of Cự Chính for the
mutual 2015 festival of the five Mọc villages.

Figure 2: The First Notable woman of Quan Nhân is
kowtowing to pray to the guardian deity before the 2015
festival officially begins.

Figure 4: The female members of the Sênh tiền team of
Quan Nhân in 2015 festival.
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Figure 5: The Bồng dance boys and girls of Quan Nhân in
2015 festival.

Figure 6: The girl assistants of Quan Nhân in 2015
festival.
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Figure 7: The assistant boys are
gathering at the communal house
yard for the procession of the 2015
festival of the village of Đại Vi.

Figure 8: the procession from the
Gạ shrine to the communal house
in 2015 festival of the village of
Đại Vi.

Figure 9: the village chief is
delivering a speech at the opening
ceremony of the 2015 festival of
the village of Đại Vi.

Figure 10: the elderly men of the
Ritual Board are performing the tế
rituals inside the communal house
in the 2015 festival of the village
of Đại Vi.
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